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ABSTRACT
SOCIAL CAPITAL IN RURAL CHINA:
ITS IMPACT ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, GRASSROOTS GOVERNANCE,
AND DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION
Min Xia
Old Dominion University, 2009
Director: Dr. Jie Chen

Does social capital generate positive influences on economic development and
democratic governance? This question has important theoretical and policy
implications for the contemporary world, especially for the developing countries. The
primary goals of this study are to investigate the stock of two types of social capital bridging social capital and bonding social capital - in rural China, and furthermore to
examine the impacts of these two types of social capital upon economic development,
grassroots governance, and democratic participation in rural China.
In this study bridging social capital has been measured by the participation in
inclusive social networks and general trust among villagers, and bonding social capital
has been measured by the participation in exclusive social networks (the clan
organizations) and parochial trust among villagers. In terms of the stock of social capital,
this study has found that: 1) the traditional, bonding social capital still has a very solid
foundation in rural China; 2) the modern, bridging social capital is in formation in rural
China, even though the stock of this type of social capital is very moderate.
Case studies as well as a series of statistical analyses are applied to assess the
impacts of different types of social capital. Based on a nation-wide survey of 410
villages in rural China, this study has indicated that both subjective norms and objective
networks of the bridging social capital - the general trust and participation in inclusive

social networks - have a significant and positive impact on economic development,
grassroots governance, and democratic participation in rural China. However, both
subjective norms and objective networks of the bonding social capital - the parochial trust
and participation in exclusive networks (the clan organizations) - generate negative
impacts on such domains.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Does social capital enhance economic development and democratic governance?
This question has gigantic importance for the contemporary world, especially for
developing countries. A large body of social capital literature suggests that social capital,
defined as a set of civic norms and social networks among ordinary citizens, generates
the goodwill and understanding that enables citizens to act in a cooperative way.
Empirical works on social capital, most of which are based on the experiences of Western
societies, indicate that communities endowed with a diverse stock of social capital will
achieve superior outcomes in multiple spheres such as economic development, ethnic
peace, and democratic governance; while, communities with a low level of social capital
tend to have a poor performance in these spheres. Moreover, this literature suggests that
communities with low social capital can be assisted to build up stocks of social capital,
which will improve their performance over time. Overall, economic development,
governance performance, and democratic participation can be promoted by investing in
the stock of social capital.
Does this kind of social capital based on the experiences of the Western societies
exist in the developing countries such as China? If so, what are the impacts of social
capital on such domains as economic development, governance, and democratic
participation in China? If not, what is the best approach to build up stocks of social
capital in China? While these questions are crucial for us to understand China's

This dissertation follows the format requirements of A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and
Dissertations: Chicago style for students and researchers 7 edition by Kate L. Turabian.
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socioeconomic development, there has been almost no study to address the questions
systematically.1 This dissertation is intended to answer these questions and to help fill
the gap in the current literature. In particular, this dissertation explores the distribution of
two types of social capital - bridging social capital and bonding social capital - in rural
China, examines the impacts of these two types of social capital upon economic
development, governance performance, and democratic participation, and finally makes
practical suggestions on building up stocks of social capital in rural China. This study is
based on the data collected from a representative public opinion survey of peasants living
in 410 villages of rural China, as well as a survey of village leaders (i.e., directors of the
villagers' committees and Party sectaries of the village branches) in these villages.

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF SOCIAL CAPITAL
This research is guided mainly by the theoretical framework of social capital
theory, and also, by empirical studies from various works of both Chinese and nonChinese settings. In the past twenty years, social capital theory has gained popularity in
various disciplines of social sciences such as sociology, economics, political science, and
management. For instance, before 1981, the number of journal articles listing social
capital as a key word had totaled 20, however, between 1996 and 1999 the total had risen
A few survey-based studies of social capital in China have emerged recently. For example, works by Lily
Lee Tsai examined the impact of one type of social capital such as "solidary groups" on local government
performance in rural China based on a survey of 316 villages, please see Lily Lee Tsai, "Solidary Groups,
Informal Accountability, and Local Public Goods Provision in Rural China," American Political Science
Review 101, no. 2 (2007): 355-372. The studies by Wenfang Tang and Jie Chen and Chunlong Lu
analyzed the effect of social capital as a whole on urban residents' political values (e.g., democratic norms
and regime support) and political behavior (e.g., voting) at the individual level, please see Wenfang Tang,
Public Opinion and Political Change in China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005); Jie Chen and
Chunlong Lu, "Social Capital in Urban China: Attitudinal and Behavioral Effects on Grassroots SelfGovernment," Social Science Quarterly 88, no. 2 (2007): 422-442. While all these studies provide
important insights into the consequences of social capital in China, they fail to provide a comprehensive
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to 1003.2 Scholars from various disciplines give their own definitions of social capital
from different perspectives. In this section, I briefly discuss the conceptualization of
s.ocial capital in different disciplines. My main focus will be on the theoretical
framework of social capital theory in political science. Based on my review of the
conceptualization of social capital, I will give the definition of social capital in this study.
The concept of social capital was first invented in the subject of sociology. The
contemporary literature of social capital in sociology mainly flows from the work of
Pierre Bourdieu and James Coleman. Bourdieu placed great emphasis on the access to
resources and issues of unequal power relations in the conceptualization of social capital.
According to Bourdieu, "social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources
which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition - or in other words, to membership
in a group which provides each of its members with the backing of the collectivity-owned
capital, a credential which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the world."3 In
Bourdieu's definition, social capital is related to resources within networks that
individuals can utilize for furthering their personal ambitions, and such networks are
more or less institutionalized. However, those who have no access to such networks
cannot utilize them.
James Coleman followed Bourdieu's approach by arguing that "the function
identified by the concept 'social capital' is the value of those aspects of social structure to
picture of the impacts of various kinds of social capital on such domains as economic development,
governance, and democratic participation in China.
Frances Baum, "Social Capital, Economic Capital and Power: Further Issues for a Public Health Agenda,"
Journal of Epidemiological Community Health 54, no. 6 (2000): 409-410.
3
Pierre Bourdieu, "The Forms of Capital" in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of
Education, ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 248.
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actors, as resources that can be used by the actors to realize their interests."4 Meanwhile,
Coleman refined Bourdieu's conceptualization with strong connections to economics
through rational-choice theory. He drew together insights from both sociology and
economics in his definition of social capital. Coleman defines social capital by its
function. According to his definition, "social capital is not a single entity, but a variety of
different entities having two characteristics in common: they all consist of some aspect of
social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors whether persons or corporate
actors within the structure."5
Contemporary scholars of sociology are influenced by this network-based
definition of social capital. While the conceptualization may vary, this sociological
literature has two characteristics in common: first, the definition of social capital is more
related to resources within networks; second, social capital is considered as an attribute of
individuals which can be utilized for personal gains.
The most well known social capital theorist by far is Robert Putnam. He offers
the most succinct definition of social capital in the subjects of political science and
economics. There are mainly two differences between Putnam and his predecessors in
sociology. First, while Bourdieu and Coleman consider social capital an attribute of
individuals, Putnam has developed it to an attribute of communities. Robert Putnam
defines social capital as networks, norms, and trust that enable participants to act together
more effectively to pursue collective objectives.6 Second, while Bourdieu and Coleman
4

James Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 305.
Ibid., 302.
6
Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 2000); Robert Putnam, Robert Leonardi, and Raffaella Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic
Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).
5

5

emphasize that social capital can be utilized for personal gains; Putnam is more focused
on the consequences of social capital at the community level.
Putnam starts his social capital research by analyzing local governance in Italy.
In his seminal work Making Democracy Work, Putnam and his associates identify the
"vibrancy of associational life" as a critical component of social capital which has
impacts upon the quality of local governance. He finds out that regions with low levels
of social capital such as Southern Italy (measured by the associational life and the level
of trust) were ruled by the most unsuccessful governments and demonstrated greater
inefficiency and corruption. However, regions with high levels of social capital such as
Northern Italy were ruled by successful regional governments.7
This work in Italy led onto Putnam's second work Bowling Alone. In Bowling
Alone, Putnam documents the decline of American participation in civic groups, religious
organizations, trade unions and professional organizations, as well as in informal
socializing. Bowling was one of those once highly associational activities which used to
be organized in leagues. But more and more Americans now choose bowling alone. In
Putnam's work, social capital ".. .refers to connections among individuals - social
networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. In that
sense social capital is closely related to what some have called 'civic virtue'. The
difference is that 'social capital' calls attention to the fact that civic virtue is most
powerful when embedded in a dense network of reciprocal social relations."8
While scholars emphasize various aspects of social capital, most of them agree
7

Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy.
Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival of American Community, 19.
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that social capital consists of, at least, two major conceptual components.9 In this study, I
will adopt Pamela Paxton's description of social capital. The two components of social
capital include "objective associations" and "subjective type of ties" among individuals.
The objective associations, or social networks, refer to both formal and informal
associations which are formed and engaged in on a voluntary base. On the other hand,
the subjective ties, or norms, mainly stand for trust and reciprocal feelings among
individuals.10
In addition, Putnam suggests that these two components are closely related.
Citizens who participate extensively in horizontally organized social networks are more
likely to have positive beliefs in the helpfulness, trustworthiness, and fairness of others.
However, vertically organized social networks where power relations are hierarchical do
not build the norm of reciprocity and may, in fact, undermine it. As is argued by Putnam
and his associates, "a vertical network, no matter how dense and no matter how important
to its participants, cannot sustain social trust and cooperation. Vertical flows of
information are often less reliable than horizontal flows, in part because the subordinate
husbands information as a hedge against exploitation. More importantly, sanctions that
9

Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory; Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival ofAmerican
Community; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy;
John Brehm and Wendy Rahn, "Individual-Level Evidence for the Causes and Consequences of Social
Capital," American Journal of Political Science 41, no. 3 (1997): 999-1023; Peter A. Hall, "Social Capital
in Britain," British Journal of Political Science 29 (1999): 417-461; Anirudh Krishna, Active Social
Capital: Tracing the Roots of Development and Democracy (New York: Columbia University Press,
2002); David Halpern, Social Capital (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2005); Robert Putnam and Kristin A. Goss,
"Introduction," in Democracies in Flux: The Evolution of Social Capital in Contemporary Society, ed.
Robert Putnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 3-19; Kenneth Newton, "Social Capital and
Democracy," American Behavioral Scientist 40, no. 5 (1997): 575-586; John A. Booth and Patricia Bayer
Richard, "Civil Society, Political Capital, and Democratization in Central America," Journal of Politics 60,
no. 3 (1998): 780-800; DeepaNarayan and Lant Pritchett, "Social Capital: Evidence and Implications," in
Social Capital: A MultifacetedPerspective, ed. Partha Dasgupta and Ismail Serageldin (Washington, DC:
World Bank, 2000), 269-295.
10
Pamela Paxton, "Is Social Capital Declining in the United States? A Multiple Indicator Assessment,"
American Journal of Sociology 105, no. 1 (1999): 88-127.
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support norms of reciprocity against the threat of opportunism are less likely to be
imposed upwards and less likely to be acceded to, if imposed."11
Furthermore, some scholars distinguish two types of social capital: bonding social
capital and bridging social capital.12 Bonding social capital and bridging social capital
are also used as traditional social capital and modern social capital in Krishna's work.13
This study adopts Putnam's distinction between bonding social capital and bridging
social capital.14 Bridging social capital is defined as networks and ties of like persons
across diverse social groups such as loose friendships and workmates. Examples of
bridging social capital include being civil rights movements, youth service groups, and
ecumenical religious organizations. Bonding social capital refers to ties between like
people in similar situations such as immediate family, close friends and neighbors (e.g.,
closed networks of family and friends). There are some examples of bonding social
capital such as ethnic fraternal organizations and church based women's reading groups.
In this research I will adopt Putnam's description of two types of social capital bonding social capital and bridging social capital - and analyze each type of social capital
along two dimensions: objective associations and subjective types of ties. In the
following chapter I will discuss the measurement of social capital in the Chinese setting.

11

Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, 173-174.
Paxton, "Is Social Capital Declining in the United States? A Multiple Indicator Assessment;" Sonja
Zmerli, "Applying the Concepts of Bonding and Bridging Social Capital to Empirical Research," European
Political Science 2, no. 3 (2003): 68-75; Robert Wuthnow, Loose Connections: Civic Involvement in
America's Fragmented Communities (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); Michael Woolcock,
"Social Capital and Economic Development: Toward a Theoretical Synthesis and Policy Framework,"
Theory and Society 27, no. 2 (1998): 151 -208.
Krishna, Active Social Capital: Tracing the Roots of Development and Democracy.
14
Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival ofAmerican Community.
12

8
THE CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL CAPITAL
Based on the empirical works conducted in Western societies, some scholars point
out that bridging social capital promotes economic development, governance
performance, and democratic participation.15 Bridging social capital protects social
members against rent-seeking activities. Participants with abundant bridging social
capital will restrain their opportunistic behavior towards each other, because first, they
are more likely to sit in the same network, therefore, they want to maintain their
reputation within the network and to avoid punishment; second, by restraining their
opportunistic behavior they expect that others will reward them in the same way.
Moreover, bridging social capital reaches different communities and social groups.
Therefore, it will generate positive effects for the whole community or society.16
However, there are still debates on the effects of bonding social capital. On the
one hand, some scholars argue that bonding social capital either has no effect or has
negative impacts on economic development, governance, and democratic participation in
a society.17 Bonding social capital arises from networking among close friends and
family. Opportunistic behavior is certainly checked within these small groups.
However, bonding social capital does not reduce opportunistic behavior outside of small
15

Stephen Knack, "Social Capital and the Quality of Government: Evidence from the States," American
Journal of Political Science 46, no. 4 (2002): 772-785; Eric Uslaner, The Moral Foundations of Trust
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
16
Knack, "Social Capital and the Quality of Government: Evidence from the States;" Stephen Knack and
Philip Keefer, "Does Social Capital Have an Economic Payoff? A Cross-Country Investigation," Quarterly
Journal of Economics 112, no. 4 (1997): 1251-1288; Wuthnow, Loose Connections: Civic Involvement in
America's Fragmented Communities; Uslaner, The Moral Foundations of Trust; Zmerli, "Applying the
Concepts of Bonding and Bridging Social Capital to Empirical Research."
Knack, "Social Capital and the Quality of Government: Evidence from the States;" Francis Fukuyama,
"Social Capital and Development: The Coming Agenda," SAISReview 22, no. 1 (2002): 23-37; Zmerli,
"Applying the Concepts of Bonding and Bridging Social Capital to Empirical Research."
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groups. Therefore, higher levels of bonding social capital are more likely to associate
with rent-seeking activities and widespread corruption in societies.
Some empirical analysis of socioeconomic development confirms the importance
of the distinction between bridging social capital and bonding social capital.18 Bridging
social capital is empirically good for socioeconomic development, while bonding social
capital is negatively related to the development of a society. Bonding social capital is
"good for undergirding specific reciprocity and mobilizing solidarity."19 But, without
bridging social capital that transcends various social divides (e.g. religion, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status), bonding social capital can become a basis for the pursuit of
narrow interests, and can actively preclude access to information and resources that
would otherwise be of great assistance to the community. Bridging social capital, by
contrast, is "better for linkage to external assets and for information diffusion," and thus
"can generate broader identities and reciprocity."
On the other hand, some scholars argue that under certain conditions bonding
social capital will have positive effects on the provision of public goods which is critical
91

for the development of a society.

•

Lily Lee Tsai's study in rural China asserts that

solidary groups - groups such as temples, lineages, or tribes - can provide informal rules
and norms that help citizens hold local officials accountable if the boundaries of a
solidary group overlap with local administrative boundaries. These solidary groups
18
Knack, "Social Capital and the Quality of Government: Evidence from the States;" Sjoerd Beugelsdijk
and Ton van Smulders, "Social Capital and Growth in European Regions: An Empirical Test," European
Journal of Political Economy21 (2005): 301-324; Knack and Keefer, "Does Social Capital Have an
Economic Payoff? A Cross-Country Investigation;" William A. Callahan, "Social Capital and Corruption:
Vote Buying and the Politics of Reform in Thailand," Perspectives on Politics 3, no. 3 (2005): 495-508.
Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival ofAmerican Community, 22.
20
Ibid., 22-23.
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encompassing all the citizens in a particular local government jurisdiction and embedding
local officials in its activities tend to promote the local governance and public goods
provision.
This dissertation investigates whether and how different types and dimensions of
social capital contribute toward achieving economic development, governance
performance, and democratic participation in the rural areas of China. These three
outcomes are the major issues within the field of comparative political studies. The
hypothesized relationship between different types and dimensions of social capital on the
one hand, and economic development, governance performance, and democratic
participation in rural China on the other hand, will be elaborated and presented in
chapters 3, chapter 4, and chapter 5 respectively. Other competing accounts are also
examined, including village size, distance to urban area, regional location, and
membership in formal civic organizations, since these factors may influence the way how
different types and dimensions of social capital play their roles and have significant
impacts upon economic development, governance performance, and democratic
participation in the rural areas of China.
Which among these factors helps us understand different performance of villages
in terms of these three outcomes? Are different types and dimensions of social capital
relevant independently or in combination with any of these factors? To what extent
different types and dimensions of social capital can function? Competing hypotheses are
examined empirically for these three dependent variables - economic development,
governance performance, and democratic participation - by using a representative public
21

Lily Lee Tsai, "Cadres, Temple and Lineage Institutions, and Governance in Rural China," The China
Journal 48 (2002): 1-27; and idem, "Solidary Groups, Informal Accountability, and Local Public Goods

11
opinion survey of 410 rural villages which were distributed in 24 provinces and
municipalities directly under the Central Government.

DATA
The data used in this study came from a nation-wide public opinion survey
conducted in the end of 2005. The design of the questionnaire and the sample, and the
implementation of the actual survey were conducted by the department of sociology at
Renmin University of China. The survey was based on a probability sample of 410 rural
villages in China. This probability sample was derived from a multistage sampling
strategy. At the first stage of sampling, all county-level units (xian) in China were listed,
among which 76 county-level units (xian) were randomly picked. These 76 county-level
units (xian) were located in 24 provinces and municipalities directly under the Central
Government (See Table 1). At the second stage of sampling, 205 townships (xiang) were
randomly selected from these 76 county-level units by using the technique of probability
proportionate to size (PPS), with the big county-unit yielding 4 townships, and the small
county-unit yielding 1 township. At the third stage, two villages were randomly chosen
from each township, yielding a total of 410 villages. Table 1 indicates the distribution of
the sampled villages in 24 provinces and municipalities directly under the Central
Government.

Provision in Rural China."

12
Table 1. The Distribution of Sampled Villages
Number of Villages
Hebei
Shanxi
Inner Mongolia
Liaoning
Jilin
Heilongjiang
Jiangsu
Zhejiang
Anhui
Fujian
Jiangxi
Shandong
Henan
Hubei
Hunan
Guangdong
Guangxi
Hainan
Chongqing
Sichuan
Guizhou
Yunnan
Shanxi
Gansu
Total

Percent of Villages
22
8
8
18
4
6
30
18
24
12
12
32
36
24
20
20
16
2
4
38
18
16
12
10
410

5.4
2.0
2.0
4.4
1.0
1.5
7.3
4.4
5.9
2.9
2.9
7.8
8.8
5.9
4.9
4.9
3.9
.5
1.0
9.3
4.4
3.9
2.9
2.4
100.0

A two-step interview was implemented in the 410 sampled villages. First, 4274
households were randomly chosen from 410 villages, with each village yielding 10 or 11
households. Then, one individual was chosen randomly from each of the 4274
households as the interviewee. These 4274 interviewees were asked about such questions
as trust, formal and informal socializing, political participation, evaluation of the
governance of the Villagers' Committees, agricultural production, taxation burdens,
volunteering, and democratic values. Second, village leaders (that is, directors of the
Villagers' Committees and Party sectaries of the village branches) were chosen from each

13
of 410 sample villages. These village leaders were asked about such questions as village
contextual facts, economic development, village budget, public goods provision, and their
self-evaluation. After this two-step interview, two separate databases were generated:
one was based on individual villagers' responses; the other one was based on village
leaders' responses.
Many scholars who have conducted public opinion surveys in China were faced
with the question about the reliability of their surveys carried out in a non-democratic
country such as China. There are four factors to assure the reliability of our public
opinion survey in this study. First, the questionnaire was desensitized to make sure that
there were no politically sensitive questions for respondents. Second, the survey was
anonymous, and respondents were offered confidentiality and encouraged to provide
answers that best captured their true feelings. Third, respondents were informed that this
survey was conducted by the department of sociology at Renmin University of China and
was not related to any government agencies. College students from the department of
sociology at Renmin University of China were employed as field interviewers, who had
been trained by the project members in field interviewing techniques before the actual
survey was carried out. Fourth, in general, previous empirical studies conducted by other
scholars have suggested that Chinese respondents feel free to express their views in a
public opinion survey.22
Like many other public opinion surveys that have been conducted in Mainland
22

Jie Chen, Popular Political Support in Urban China (Stanford: Stanford University Press and Woodrow
Wilson Center Press, 2004); Tianjian Shi, Political Participation in Beijing (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1997).
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China, this survey produces two kinds of results: descriptive and relational.

These two

kinds of results, both of which will be presented in this dissertation, can offer two
important insights into the study of social capital in rural China. First, although the
descriptive results from this survey (such as those regarding the distribution of social
capital) may change over time, in various degrees, they do help to establish some needed
statistical baselines for subsequent studies of social capital in rural China. These
baselines are especially useful and important, since representative-sample survey studies
of this sort are scarce.
Second, since most, if not all, of these relationships are generic in nature,24 the
survey's relational findings regarding the relationships between two types of social
capital (bridging social capital and bonding social capital) on the one hand, and economic
development, governance performance, as well as democratic participation in rural China
on the other hand should capture the fundamental causal consequences of social capital.
Thus, it can be said that the data from this survey can have broad implications for our
understanding of the level and consequences of two types of social capital in rural China.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY
On at least three grounds, this dissertation promises to make a significant
contribution to the study of social capital in the developing world such as China. First,
23

For a detailed discussion on the distinction between these two kinds of survey results, see Melanie
Manion article, "Survey Research in the Study of Contemporary China: Learning from Local Sample,"
China Quarterly 139 (1994): 741-765. Also, please see Jie Chen's book, Popular Political Support in
Urban China.
24
For more discussion on the generalizability of findings about relationships between variables in the study
of contemporary China, see Manion, "Survey Research in the Study of Contemporary China: Learning
from Local Sample;" Andrew G. Walder, "Zouping in Perspective," in Zouping in Transition: The Process
of Reform in Rural North China, ed. Andrew G. Walder (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1998).
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this dissertation will shed some light on the distribution of two types of social capital bridging social capital and bonding social capital - in rural China and their impacts on
economic development, governance performance, and democratic participation in rural
areas. Given the scarcity of representative survey studies of this sort, the findings from
this study are especially valuable for establishing some conceptual and empirical
baselines for subsequent studies of social capital in the rural areas of China.
Second, in terms of the policy significance, the findings from this study indicate
that the institutional reforms in rural China may have different impacts on areas with
different distributions of social capital. This finding will assist Chinese government
officials in understanding why institutional reforms in rural areas do not necessarily
generate good results in such domains as economic development, governance
performance, and democratic participation. This research also provides Chinese
government officials with valuable feedback about public policies that have been
implemented for the ongoing construction of new socialist villages. Since social capital
has impacts upon the way how public policies are implemented in each village, the
central government could design relevant policies to cultivate the social capital that has
positive effects on public policies and strengthen the construction of new socialist
villages.
Third, as for the theoretical significance, the results from this study will aid
scholars answer two crucial theoretical questions: 1) How can social capital be measured
in the developing world such as China? A locally relevant scale of social capital is
developed and presented in chapter 2; 2) Does social capital in the developing countries
such as China have different effects on economic development, governance performance,
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and democratic participation from that in the Western societies? The answers to these
two questions will help scholars advance their understanding of social capital theory from
a comparative perspective. In addition, this study also offers an empirical test of social
capital theory by utilizing the experiences of Chinese rural society, which contributes to
the process of generalization of theoretical notions based on the Western experiences to
the developing world.

OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION
Following this chapter, I will design a locally relevant measurement of social
capital for the rural areas of China in chapter 2. Drawing upon the Western theory and
existing Chinese scholarship, this study makes distinction between bonding and bridging
social capital. In particular, this study defines bonding social capital as the following two
components: 1) the particular trust, and 2) the participation in the exclusive social
networks such as the clan organizations. On the other hand, bridging social capital is
defined as the general trust and the participation in the inclusive social networks. This
chapter also examines the emergence and growth of bridging social capital in the rural
areas of China. This chapter makes the distinction between totalitarian society (1950 1978) and transitional society (1978 - present) and compares their different state-society
relations to offer a general background to understand the emergence and development of
bridging social capital in rural China. This chapter identifies how the party-state
influences the development of bridging social capital and argues that bonding social
capital still has a firm foundation in Chinese society due to the continued importance of
traditional Confucian culture and the state power.
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In chapter 3,1 will develop measures to gauge socioeconomic development
performance in villages in terms of four dimensions such as industrialization, health,
quality of life, and average household income. It is found on factor analysis that villages
which perform well in any one of these development domains also perform well in the
rest of development domains. This finding indicates that these four dimensions of
development can be combined into a single variable to evaluate the socioeconomic
development in rural areas of China. Data from case study examination as well as the
national survey will be used to explore the relationship between social capital and
socioeconomic development performance of villages. This chapter will help answer
questions such as what kinds of impacts bridging social capital and bonding social capital
have on socioeconomic development in rural China.
Chapter 4 is devoted to the exploration of the relationship between social capital
and the governance of villagers' committees. The central government of China has
started institutional reforms to make the system of the villagers' committees in the rural
areas more effective in conducting village affairs and responsive to the demands of
peasants within the villages. In this chapter, I mainly use the evaluations of peasants
living in each of surveyed villages as the indicators for the governance of Villagers'
Committees, in terms of their responsiveness and effectiveness in combination with the
objective facts collected from the surveyed village leaders. Some indicators such as the
responsiveness of Villagers' Committees, the management of land distribution, the
taxation, and the expenditure on social welfare and public goods are developed to
measure the governance of Villagers' Committees.
Chapter 5 investigates how these two types of social capital influence the outcome
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of democratic participation in the villages. Proponents of social capital theory assert that
the participation in democracy will be higher in communities where the stock of social
capital is high. In other words, more people will be actively involved in a larger range of
political activities if there is an abundance of social capital in that community. Even
China is not a democratic country, the institutional reforms in the rural areas has led to
the democratization process of Villagers' Committees and other self-governing
institutions, which has provided ordinary peasants with genuine opportunities to
participate in the management of village affairs. Government officials have tried to
utilize both bridging social capital and bonding social capital to fulfill their task of
political mobilization. However, bonding social capital tends to reinforce the patronclient links and only mobilizes peasants to participate in the village affairs for particular
interests. The level of bridging social capital accounts for a substantial part of the
variance in democratic participation levels, which is important for the health of
democracy at the village level.
Chapter 6 summarizes the empirical findings from this study and elucidates the
key political and theoretical implications of these findings. Overall, the findings from
this dissertation provide a mixed picture about the role of social capital in promoting
economic development, governance performance, and democratic participation in the
rural areas of China. Lastly, this chapter makes some policy suggestions for the
cultivation of bridging social capital in rural China.
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CHAPTER II
THE STOCK OF SOCIAL CAPITAL IN RURAL CHINA

This chapter focuses on three crucial questions: 1) How social capital has developed
in Chinese society? 2) How is social capital measured in the Chinese setting? 3) What is
the distribution of social capital in rural China? In this chapter, I will first review the
measurement of social capital in the developing world especially in China. Secondly, I
will explore the development of social capital in China since the economic reform of
1978. Then I will discuss the institutional change in China's villages and provide a
general background to develop a locally relevant measurement of social capital in rural
China.

SOCIAL CAPITAL IN THE DEVELOPING WORLD
Many empirical studies conducted in the Western societies tend to use the
membership in formal civic organizations as an important measurement for social capital.
Some studies suggest that levels of social capital are high among communities where a
large number of people have membership in various formal civic organizations.1 By this
measurement of social capital, most developing countries have an extremely low storage
of social capital, for there are few formal civic organizations in the developing world.2
According to the World Values Survey, in the Western societies, large amounts of
1

Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival of American Community; and idem, "Tuning In, Tuning
Out: The Strange Disappearance of Social Capital in America," PS: Political Science and Politics 27, no. 4
(1995): 664-683; Putnam, Leonardi, andNanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in
Modern Italy.
2
Krishna, Active Social Capital: Tracing the Roots of Development and Democracy; Norman Uphoff,
"Understanding Social Capital: Learning from the Analysis and Experience of Participation," in Social
Capital: A MultifacetedPerspective, ed. Partha Dasgupta and Ismail Serageldin (Washington, DC: World
Bank, 2000), 215-249.
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citizens are members of formal civic organizations. For instance, in the United States,
church organizations have the highest participation rate among citizens, with about 57%
of citizens belonging to church organizations. The second largest group of formal
organizations in the United States is sports or recreation organizations and cultural
activity organizations. There are 36 % of citizens belonged to sports or recreation
organizations and 37% of citizens participating in cultural activity organizations. There
are also a large number of citizens attending professional organizations and youth work
organizations, with 28% of citizens belonging to professional organizations and 26% of
citizens participating in youth work organizations. Other formal organizations also attract
many citizens: 14% of citizens belonged to labor unions, 13% of citizens attending local
community organizations, 16% of citizens participating in conservation, environment,
and animal rights organizations, and 17% of citizens joining in social welfare service
organizations. However, according to the World Values Survey, the largest formal
organizations in China are labor unions which only attract 7% of citizens. 4% of citizens
belong to church organizations. Social welfare service organizations, cultural activity
organizations, and sports or recreation organizations attract about 3% of citizens
respectively. 2% of citizens participate in local community organizations and the
attendance to conservation, environment, and animal rights organizations, professional
organizations, and youth work organizations is the same: only 1% of citizens belong to
each of these organizations. Such a dramatic comparison showing in Table 2 indicates
how poor the development of formal civic organizations is in the developing world such
as China. Therefore, if scholars use overall memberships in formal civic organizations as
a proxy measurement of social capital, the stock of social capital in the developing world
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is apparently very low.

Table 2. Participation in the Formal Civil Organizations in the US and China
Participation in the
Formal Civil
Organizations

The United States

China

Social welfare service
organizations

17%

3%

Church organizations

57%

4%

Cultural activity
organizations

37%

3%

Labor unions

14%

7%

Local community
organizations

13%

2%

16%

1%

Professional
organizations

28%

1%

Youth work organizations

26%

1%

Sports or recreation
organizations

36%

3%

Conservation,
environment, and animal
rights organizations

However, empirical works based on the developing world show that, there are
numerous informal networks among ordinary citizens in developing countries. And these
networks have played the same role as formal civic organizations in generating the
reciprocal feeling and cooperative actions.3 For instance, in the rural areas of India and

3

For example, please see Chen and Lu, "Social Capital in Urban China: Attitudinal and Behavioral Effects
on Grassroots Self-Government;" Krishna, Active Social Capital: Tracing the Roots of Development and
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China, a peasant might trust his/her neighbors implicitly and hence might participate in
collective efforts to improve their community even without the help of any formal civic
organization. Therefore, although formal civic organizations are the evidence of social
capital in Western societies,4 a measurement of social capital which only draws upon the
density of formal civic organizations will significantly underestimate the existence of
social capital in the developing world.
Moreover, what matters more for social capital are subjective norms and objective
organizations of different kinds that will coordinate individuals' efforts and lead to the
collective action.5 The aggregating membership in formal civic organizations is an
imprecise, if not misleading, measurement of social capital in the developing world. In
this study, social capital will be measured by different types, bridging social capital and
bonding social capital, along two dimensions - subjective norms and objective
organizations. Furthermore, the measurement of social capital in the developing world
such as China needs to be adjusted to fit into a local context.

SOCIAL CAPITAL IN CHINA
What does the existing literature tell about the development and distribution of
social capital in China? In this section, I will briefly review the emergence of social
capital in Chinese society since the economic reform of 1978 with a focus on both
dimensions of social capital: objective organizations and subjective norms.
With regard to the first dimension of social capital: objective organizations, the
Democracy.
Putnam, Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival of American Community.
5
Michael Woolcock, "The Place of Social Capital in Understanding Social Capital and Economic
Outcomes," Isuma: Canadian Journal of Policy Research 2, no. 1 (2001): 1-17; Alex Inkeles, "Measuring
Social Capital and Its Consequences," Policy Sciences 33 (2000): 245-268.
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sociopolitical changes brought about by the post-Mao reform have simulated desirable
conditions for the emergence of informal social groups.6 With the growth of informal
organizations, modern social capital which generates ties across various social divides
has developed in Chinese society. Before 1978, the Maoist China reached out to every
aspect of individual life. People were assigned to different work units (danwei) and
relied on work units for life subsistence.7 Since the outset of the Post-Mao reform,
various policies such as privatization and marketization of social services including
housing and health care have significantly reduced the influence of work units and
government-sanctioned organizations on ordinary people's life. And with the emergence
of developmental problems such as pollution, many voluntary, informal mass
organizations have been founded to fill the void of the social functions of work units.
Moreover, the marketization and urbanization under the economic reform have created
strong incentives to foster contractual relationships among fellow citizens. Empirical
studies show that under the above two conditions brought about by the economic reform,
the modern social capital has steadily increased within the population of contemporary
China.9

6

Gordon White, Jude Howell, and Shang Xiaoyuan, In Search of Civil Society: Market Reform and Social
Change in Contemporary China (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996); Tony Saich, "Negotiating the State: The
Development of Social Organizations in China," China Quarterly 161 (2000): 124-141.
7
Wenfang Tang and William L. Parish, Chinese Urban Life under Reform: the Changing Social Contract
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
8
Chen and Lu, "Social Capital in Urban China: Attitudinal and Behavioral Effects on Grassroots SelfGovernment."
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Please see, Zhu-lan Fang, "Zhongguo tizhi zhuangui guocheng zhong de shehui ziben jilei" (On the
Accumulation of Social Capital in the Process of Chinese Regime Transformation), Zhongguo renmin
daxuexuebao (Journal of Renmin University of China) no. 5 (2002): 47-51; Rongzhu Ke and Weiying
Zhang, "Trust in China: A Cross-Regional Analysis," William Davidson Institution Working Paper No. 586
(William Davidson Institution, 2003); Rong Yang, "Shehui ziben de queshi yu chongjian: yi zhongguo
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of Shandong University of Science & Technology: Social Sciences) 6, no. 3 (2004): 46-50; Yongming
Zhou, "Social Capital and Power: Entrepreneurial Elite and the State in Contemporary China," Policy

The recent study of the second dimension of social capital, subjective norms,
mainly focuses on the stock of social trust in Chinese society. There are two basic
approaches to study social trust in Chinese society: hermeneutic approach and positivist
approach. And these two approaches give different answers to the question about the
exact level of social trust in Chinese Society.
According to hermeneutic approach, China is low-trust society with a familistic
culture in which there is relatively low degree of trust outside kinship.10 Hermeneutic
approach recognizes the importance of cultural, historical and religious factors in
influencing the level of social trust in a society.11 This approach emphasizes that social
trust is a historical heritage and it originates from long-term accumulation.
As Max Weber points out, Chinese Confucian culture inhibits the creating of
10

generalized social trust.

Confucian culture is a familistic culture in which family

relations take precedence over all other social relations.13 There are two basic
characteristics of Confucian culture. First, Confucian culture is hierarchical and
consequently the rulers have unlimited power in Chinese society.14 In this society, family
becomes the fundamental base for individuals to survive and evade from the tyranny of
cruel rulers. In ancient Chinese society, family members were protected by their family.
Therefore, family members had moral obligations to the whole family and if necessary
Sciences 33 (2000): 323-340; Chen and Lu, "Social Capital in Urban China: Attitudinal and Behavioral
Effects on Grassroots Self-Government."
10
Francis Fukuyama, "Confucianism and Democracy," Journal of Democracy 6, no. 2 (1995): 20-33; and
idem, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (New York: The Free Press, 1995).
11
Ronald Dore, Taking Japan Seriously: A Confucian Perspective on Leading Economic Issues (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1987).
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Max Weber, The Religion of China: Confucianism and Taoism (Glencoe, 111.: The Free Press, 1951).
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they had to sacrifice themselves to protect the family interests.15 Second, Confucian
culture is a guanxi (social connections) culture. In Confucian culture, the personal
relationship is much more important than the legal contract. There is always a distinction
between "us" and "them" based on different guanxi structures. If you are members of
"us", your interests will be taken care; but if you are not, you will be discriminated. In
ancient Chinese society, guanxi, other than family, was also an important base for
individuals to survive and provided protection from the tyranny of rulers. Chinese people
drew on guanxi in order to secure personal gains and only trusted those they had
connections with. One of the direct results of Confucian culture is that Chinese people
are reluctant to trust those people outside of their kinship groups or outside of their
guanxi groups. Such social behavioral patterns led to low-level of generalized social trust
in Chinese society.
However, there are two major criticisms about hermeneutic approach. First, the
hermeneutic approach fails to offer any direct empirical evidence to support their
argument that China is a low-trust society.16 Second, the hermeneutic approach considers
social capital as an invariable heritage from Chinese traditional culture. Therefore, it
lacks the explanatory power for the change of social capital in Chinese society especially
since the outset of the economic reform of 1978.

Fukuyama, "Confucianism and Democracy;" and idem, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of
Prosperity; Pye, The Mandarin and the Cadre: China's Political Cultures; and idem, The Spirit of Chinese
Politics.
16
Siqing Peng, "Xinren de jianli jizhi: guanxi yunzuo yu fazhi shouduan" (Trust-Producing Mechanism:
Guanxi and Law), Shehuixue yanjiu (Sociological Research) no. 2 (1999): 53-66.
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Figure 1. The Distribution of Social Trust in the World, the World Values Survey Fourth
Wave (1999-2002)

Positivist approach tells a different story about the development of social capital
in contemporary Chinese society. Positivist approach mainly relies on public opinion
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survey to explore the mass attitude towards social issues.

The advantage of positivist

approach is that it offers empirical and quantifiable evidence. Unlike hermeneutic
approach, positivist approach bases their arguments on empirical evidence and concludes
that Chinese society has a high level of social trust. Ronal Inglehart conducted a survey
study of China's social trust in his World Values Survey. Inglehart uses the aggregate
percentage of those who agree that most people can be trusted as the indicator for the
level of social trust in a country. Based on the survey question "Generally speaking,
would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in
dealing with people," Inglehart found out that Chinese society has a high level of social
trust.

I present some results of his study of social trust from the World Values Survey in

Figure 1.
It is very obvious from Figure 1 that over a half of Chinese respondents say that
most people can be trusted. This aggregate percentage is much higher than the world
average level, even higher than that of the United States, Japan, and Germany. Based on
such finding, the World Values Survey suggests that China is a high-trust society.
All in all, the existing literature of positivist approach indicates that the stock of
social capital has risen up since the outset of the Post-Mao reform, and the stock of social
capital is plentiful in contemporary China. However, these studies only focus on the
urban areas and none of them have systematically dealt with the distribution of social
capital in the rural areas of China.
17
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The works by Lily Lee Tsai have examined the impact of "solidary groups" on the
performance of grassroots self-government system in rural China based on a survey of
316 villages.19 Tsai's research only focuses on objective networks of bonding social
capital. Therefore, it fails to provide an overall picture of the stock of social capital (in
different dimensions and types) in rural China. On the other hand, her research only
explores the impact of social capital on the performance of the rural grassroots selfgovernment system. The influences of social capital on other domains such as economic
development and democratic participation in rural China are still unknown.
To fill in the gap, this study differs from the current literature in at least three
important ways. First, this study focuses on the stock of social capital and its impacts on
such domains as economic development, governance, and democratic participation in the
rural areas of China by using a representative survey of 410 rural villages which are
distributed in 24 provinces and municipalities directly under the Central Government.
Second, unlike those studies which focus only on one dimension or one type of social
capital, this study adopts a more comprehensive conceptual framework to measure social
capital, which includes two types of social capital - bonding social capital and bridging
social capital - along two dimensions: subjective norms and objective organizations.
Third, this study investigates whether and how different types and dimensions of social
capital contribute toward achieving economic development, good governance, and
democratic participation in the rural areas of China. Such investigation will provide a
more comprehensive understanding about the consequences of social capital in
transitional societies such as China.

19

Tsai, "Solidary Groups, Informal Accountability, and Local Public Goods Provision in Rural China;" and
idem, "Cadres, Temple and Lineage Institutions, and Governance in Rural China."

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE IN RURAL CHINA
China is a large agricultural country, with rural residents accounting for over 70%
of its total population. For nearly 30 years after the founding of the People's Republic in
1949, the grassroots organizations in rural China had been the People's Communes
(renmin gongshe), which were township-based collective economic organizations in
combination with the lowest level of state power. Since the outset of the Post-Mao
reform, a new system of the Villagers' Committee (VC, cunmin weiyuanhui) has
gradually established in the rural areas of China after the political system of the People's
Communes had been abolished. The 1982 Chinese Constitution provided the nature,
tasks, and roles of the Villagers' Committees in rural areas. In November 1987 the
Standing Committee of the National People's Congress of China adopted the Organic
Law of the Villagers' Committees of the People's Republic of China, which was revised
and enacted in November 1998. According to the Organic Law, the Villagers'
Committees are established on the basis of the place of residence and are usually based
on a natural village which is of a proper size and population. Moreover, these Villagers'
Committees as "mass organizations of self-management" at the grassroots level are
supposed to be elected and regularly held to account by the residents of villages, and are
responsible for administering socioeconomic and political affairs of villages.
The Beijing government sees this system of VCs as a means to solve some urgent
socioeconomic and political problems in rural areas, such as economic stagnation and
administrative paralysis both of which emerged in the late period of the Maoist era. The
Beijing government's underlying rationale is that under this system the VCs should be
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Yang Zhong, Local Government and Politics in China: Challenges from Below (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe,
2003).

effective and efficient in maintaining order, implementing central government policies,
and coordinating agricultural production and other economic activities at the grassroots
level.21 In addition, these VCs as "mass organizations of self-management" are supposed
to be popularly elected; hence they provide ordinary peasants with abundant
opportunities to participate in the management of village affairs.
In the early 1990s, the Ministry of Agriculture, in response to the problem of
peasants' burdens, proposed a unitary tax in rural areas. Peasants expressed strong
support for this idea. Based on a series of local trials, the Beijing government chose
Anhui to experiment with the tax-for-fee reform in 2000. In 2001, Jiangsu and Zhejiang
joined the experiment, and the program further expanded to twenty other provinces in
2002. In 2003, the central government decided to promote a nation-wide tax-for-fee
reform. Under this new system, local governments were allowed to collect only one
agricultural tax from peasants and no fees were allowed to be charged. In early 2004,
Premier Wen Jiabao announced at the National People's Congress annual conference that
the state was planning to phase out the agricultural tax in three years. By February 2005,
twenty-six provinces had already abolished the agricultural tax and by 2006 this tax
category finally disappeared in China.
As a result of these changes, village leaders can no longer raise funds for public
projects. According to the new rules from the central government, in order to attain the
financial resources to provide basic public goods such as roads and irrigation facilities
and infrastructure, village leaders must request permission from the villagers' assembly

21
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45, no. 6 (2005): 865-885.
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(cunmin dahui) or villagers' representative assembly (cunmin daibiao dahui). These
permissions may be granted on a case-by-case basis (yishi yiyi).23
In 2006, the central government announced a new program of "building new
socialist villages" by issuing the degree of "Views for Advancing the Construction of
New Socialist Villages". According to this new program, the system of the VCs was
expected to serves as the foundation of the development of new socialist villages.24 In
particular, the VCs were obligated to provide the following public goods at the local
level:
1. constructing necessary infrastructure such as the paving of roads and the
construction of necessary irrigation facilities;
2. handling public affairs and welfare undertakings of the village;
3. safeguarding village security;
4. promoting cultural and ethical progress;
5. maintaining livable environments for village residents.
Meanwhile, the central government has promised to provide the VCs with
necessary funds by using financial transfer (caizheng zhuanyi), since half of the VCs
failed to raise public funds through the system of case-by-case permission.
In addition, this program calls for the deepening of democratic governance in the
management of village affairs, especially enhancing the quality of democratic election of
the VCs. All VC members must be democratically selected through the multi-candidates
and competitive elections with secret balloting. Moreover, all important matters related
23
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to the interests of villagers must go through deliberation by the villagers, and decisions
must be made in accordance with the opinions of the majority.
In sum, in response to socioeconomic and political changes in the rural areas of
China, the central government has initiated institutional reforms to make the system of
the VCs more effective in governing village affairs and more responsive to the villagers'
daily demands. This new system of the VCs has set the institutional context in which
three dependent variables of this study - economic development, good governance, and
democratic participation - are achieved in each village.

MEASURING SOCIAL CAPITAL
Although social capital is more and more recognized by the scholars as an
important factor which may bring forth economic development, good governance, and
democratic participation, it is not a easy task to measure it quantitatively. In this section
I will review and compare different measurements of social capital in various disciplines
and then propose a multi-dimensional and comprehensive measurement for social capital.
Social capital has been measured in a number of innovative ways in the subjects
of sociology, economics, and political science. Since scholars in sociology treat social
capital as the attribute of individuals, their measurements of social capital concentrate on
the social networks possessed by individuals. There are two methods that most
frequently used by this approach. One is "name-generator" and the other one is "position
generator".
The method of "name-generator" generates a list of contacts (names) or network
members by posing one or more questions about the respondent's contacts in certain
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social situations. The researchers thus are able to study the structure and content of the
respondents' egocentric networks on the base of the data generated.25
The method of "position generator" is an assessment tool specifically aimed at
measuring social capital embedded in personal networks. Its basic hypothesis is that
certain structural positions in a society represent corresponding social resources.
Therefore, by counting the structural positions existing in the personal network, the
researchers are able to assess the social capital embedded in that network.26
However, my review of measurements of social capital will mainly focus on
works that measure social capital as an attributes of community, since the dominant
approach in the subjects of economics and political science is to treat social capital as the
property of communities.
First, the most common measurement of social capital is to examine participation
in civic organizations, especially formal ones.27 For example, Robert Putnam examines
social capital in terms of the degree of civic involvement, which is measured by voter
turnout, newspaper readership, and membership in choral societies and football clubs. In
Northern Italy, all these indicators are higher than those in Southern Italy; therefore, the
stock of social capital in Northern Italy is more abundant. However, subjective norms are
not separately considered for this measurement of social capital, since Putnam believes
that "an effective norm of generalized reciprocity is likely to be associated with dense
networks of social exchange."28 Norms are part of the definition of social capital, but
5
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they have no part within Putnam's measurement of this concept. His recent work on the
United States uses a similar approach, combining data from both academic and
commercial sources to show a persistent long-term decline in America's stock of social
capital.29 Again, norm is dropped and only networks retained while measuring social
capital.
Putnam implicitly puts emphasis on the formally organized civic organizations. In
addition, he argues that vertically or hierarchically organized relationships inhibited
social capital formation in Italy. Only in horizontal civic organizations that social capital
can be generated. However, this measurement of horizontal organizations has already
been challenged and amended by some later studies.30 And as I have argued, neither
horizontal organization nor vertical organizations are found legitimate for assessing
social capital in the developing world.
Second, social trust as one of subjective norms of social capital has been used in
many studies as a means of approximating levels of social capital. David Halpern
suggests that there is a need for a simple, "quick and dirty" measure and this can be
solved in the systematic measuring of social trust. He considers that it is much easier and
more meaningful to measure social trust than traditional measures of voluntary activity
and associational membership.31 The World Values Survey asked questions on trust in
1981, 1991, and 1996 and compared recorded trust in different countries. For instance, in
the year of 1995 to 1996, the OECD country with the highest percentage of respondents
reporting that "most people can be trusted" was Norway (65.3%) while Turkey had the
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lowest percentage (6.5%). One of the issues of this kind of research, however, is that the
way how respondents in different contexts define trust may influence their answers to this
question. Indeed there is no universal agreement concerning trust as an adequate proxy
for measuring aspects of social capital. Stephen Baron and his associates suggest that the
practice of using one single question about trust and linking them to broad measures of a
1*1

nation's economic performance is an example of poor social capital measurement.
The most comprehensive measurements of social capital should incorporate
different dimensions and types of social capital and use different combinations of
qualitative, comparative, and quantitative research methods.

Trust, civic engagement,

and community involvement are generally seen as ways to measure social capital. Peter
Hall focuses on networks of both formal and informal sociability and on the norms of
social trust widely associated with such networks.34 He includes voluntary associations,
participation in charitable endeavor, and informal relations with neighbors and friends
into his measurement of social networks. And he defines social trust as "the generalized
1C

willingness of individuals to trust their fellow citizens."
When measuring social capital in the United States, Paxton also adopts a
comprehensive theoretical framework. In specific, he suggests that social capital at least
involves two dimensions: "1. Objective associations between individuals. There must be
an objective network structure linking individuals. This component indicates that
32
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individuals are tied to each other in social space. 2. A subjective type of tie. The ties
between individuals must be of a particular type: reciprocal, trusting, and involving
positive emotion."36 In addition, as suggested by Kenneth Newton, these two dimensions
of social capital are closely related. However, when measuring social capital, these two
dimensions shall be kept separate, because "the norms and values are subjective and
intangible, social networks and organizations are objective and observable."37
Based on the above discussion, my measurement for social capital in this study
will consist of two dimensions -"objective networks of civic engagement" and "norms of
generalized reciprocity/trust". Along with these two dimensions of social capital I will
differentiate two types of social capital: bridging social capital and bonding social capital.
As Table 3 indicating, bridging social capital contains a set of inclusive social networks
that tend to connect people together from different social, economic, occupational, and
even political background.38 In addition, bridging social capital also consists of such
subjective norms as indiscriminative (or general) trust and reciprocal feelings among
people, regardless of whether they know one another and whether they share similar
interests or backgrounds.39 On the other hand, bonding social capital is composed of
exclusive social networks that link people together by their shared economic, political, or
demographic identities - such as class, occupation, ethnicity, lineage, or religion. Such
networks, therefore, tend to exclude people who do not share the identity.40 Bonding
social capital also retains such norms as discriminative (or particular) trust and reciprocal
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feelings among individuals who are much alike in terms of their background and beliefs,
especially among those who have known one another.

Table 3. Measurement of Social Capital
Objective Networks

Subjective Norms

Bridging Social Capital

Inclusive Social
Networks

Indiscriminative
(General) Trust

Bonding Social Capital

Exclusive Social

Discriminative

Networks

(Particular) Trust

DEVELOPING A LOCALLY RELEVANT MEASURE
In this study I treat social capital as an attribution of community, and I will use
village as a basic unit to investigate and measure social capital in rural China. First, I
will explain why participation in formal associations cannot be used for measuring social
capital in rural China. I will argue that the participation in informal organizations or
networks is a more relevant indicator for social capital. Then, I will discuss features of
village life that promote mutual cooperation among peasants for community benefits.
Based on my discussion, I will develop locally relevant indicators for measuring social
capital in rural China.

Formal Organizations
As I have discussed in previous sections, density of formal organizations is not an
appropriate indicator for the measurement of social capital in rural China. Krishna has
pointed out that formal organizations in large areas of the developing world are mostly
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state-controlled and are created to achieve state and regime objectives.

Nearly every

formal organization established in Chinese villages is linked to a state agency and is
executor of its policy. According to Bruce Dickson, these civic organizations have dual
functions: they are designed to give the Party-state a means to control organized interests
in Chinese society and also to represent their members' interests.42
In 1989, the State Council issued "Regulations on the Management of the
Registration of Societal Organizations." This new regulation stipulates that all new
associations have to be approved by government agencies, which have authorities over
the applicants' proposed domains of activities, before they could register with the offices
of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Article 16 of this new regulation prohibits the formation
of the "same" or "similar" associations, which is a necessary condition for the
establishment of the state corporatist structure to allow for monopoly of interest
representation.43
Under this political context, it is very difficult for villagers to set up any formal
civic organizations voluntarily in rural China. My field trip reveals that in many villages
there is only one formal organization, or no formal organization at all operating in their
midst. The data from our survey also shows that membership in formal organizations in
rural China is very low.
I used five following questions to measure Chinese peasants' membership in the
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formal civic organizations:
"1. Have you participated in the health/sports civic organizations when you have
leisure time?
2. Have you participated in the entertainment/culture civic organizations when
you have leisure time?
3. Have you participated in the religious organizations when you have leisure
time?
4. Have you participated in the professional skills-training organizations when
you have leisure time?
5. Have you participated in the public-spirited organizations when you have
leisure time?"
These questions by no means exhaust all formal civic organizations in rural
China. But my field trip indicates that these civic organizations are the most popular ones
in rural China. Respondents were asked to answer each of these questions on a five-point
scale, with 1 indicating "not at all," 2 indicating "several times a year," 3 indicating
"several times a month," 4 indicating "once a week," and 5 indicating "several times a
week." The results of these five survey questions are presented in Table 4 which shows
that Chinese peasants' membership in the formal civic organizations is very low. The
highest participation is the public-spirited organizations, with only 8.9 percent of
respondents saying that they participate in the public-spirited organizations. The
religious organizations have the lowest participation and only 4.1 percent of respondents
state that they participate in the religious organizations. Although formal organizations
barely exist in rural China, informal organizations or social networks are abundant in
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rural areas and they generate mutual trust and reciprocal feelings among villagers, which
lead to collective actions promoting public welfare in these villages. In the following
section, I will investigate informal organizations and social networks by measuring
inclusive and exclusive social networks in rural China.

Table 4. Membership in the Formal Civic Organizations
Participation

Non-Participation N
at all

Health/Sports Civic Organizations

4.6

95.4

4274

Entertainment/Culture
Organizations

5.0

95.0

4274

Religious Organizations

4.1

95.9

4274

Professional Skills-training
organizations

6.2

93.8

4274

Public-spirited organizations

8.9

91.1

4274

Informal Social Networks
Empirical studies conducted in the developing world show that informal networks
and organizations have played the same role as formal organizations in generating trust
and reciprocal feelings which lead to cooperative actions.44 To measure objective
networks of social capital in rural China, one will need to look at informal networks
which exist in a large number in these areas.
In this section I will measure informal networks by differentiating two types of
social capital: bridging social capital and bonding social capital. As Table 3 indicating,
44
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bridging social capital consists of a set of inclusive social networks that connect people
together from different background. Before the 1978 reform, peasants are tied to their
villages due to the strict household registration system and most of rural residents are
equally poor. With the implementation of reform policies, more and more peasants have
enjoyed the freedom of migrating from one area to another and the income gap among
villagers has gradually increased. Villagers now are faced with neighbors and friends
with different socioeconomic background. Since objective networks of bridging social
capital connect people together from different social, economic, and even political
background, peasants' relationship with other villagers in their villages has become an
important indicator for the measurement of this kind of inclusive networks. I used the
following two questions to measure inclusive networks in villages.
"1. How close is your relationship with other peasants in your village?
2. Do you have co-operative activities with other peasants in your village to deal
with daily demands?"
For question 1, respondents were asked to answer this question on a five-point
scale, with 1 indicating "not close at all," 2 indicating "not very close," 3 indicating "soso," 4 indicating "close," and 5 indicating "very close." For question 2, five alternatives
were posted: "not at all," scored 1; "very little," scored 2; "sometimes," scored 3;
"often," scored 4; and "very often," scored 5. The values of these two questions were
combined to form an additive index to capture respondents' participation in inclusive
social networks.
The results of these two survey questions are presented in Table 5. They indicate
that inclusive social networks in rural China are abundant. For question 1, the majority
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of respondents (86.5 percent) regard their relationship with other peasants in their
villages as "close" or "very close". There are only 2.9 per cent of respondents state that
their relationship with other peasants in their villages is "not very close" or "not close at
all".
As for the second question, 83.2 per cent of respondents state that they have cooperative activities with other peasants in their villages to deal with daily demands. Only
16.8 per cent of respondents say that they have "very little" or no co-operative activities
with other peasants in their villages to deal with daily demands.

Table 5. The Participation in the Inclusive Networks
How close is your relationship with other peasants in your
village?
not close at all

.8

not very close

2.1

so-so

10.6

close

41.6

very close

44.9
Do you have co-operative activities with other peasants in
your village to deal with daily demands

not at all
very little
sometimes
often
very often

4.0
12.8
29.2
37.9
16.1

Bonding social capital includes a set of exclusive social networks. Exclusive
social networks connect people by their shared economic, political, or demographic
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identity - such as class, occupation, ethnicity, lineage or religion. Such networks,
therefore, tend to exclude people who do not share the identity.45 In Confusion culture,
the family name is one of the most important identities for individuals. Especially in
rural areas people were organized into clan organizations along their family names to
dealing with their daily needs which were essential for individuals to survive. Strangers
were excluded from such family networks and were considered not trustful. Such
familial networks were well organized and villages in many areas built their own temples
where they worshiped their ancestors together and make important decisions for their
family. Therefore, the clan organization is one of the most important bonding social
capital in rural areas to organize peasants for collective actions such as irrigating projects
or cropping. Therefore, to measure exclusive networks, I used the following question:
"In your village, is there any clan organization?"
Respondents were asked to answer this question on a 3-point scale, with 1
indicating "no," 2 indicating "yes, there is familial network which shares the same family
name, but there is no organization," and 3 indicating "yes, there is clan organization
which has a clan temple." As Table 6 indicating, there are only 1.9 per cent of
respondents who agree that there is a clan organization in their village. Such result shows
that exclusive social networks have greatly reduced since the founding of People's
Republic of China. The organizations of rural China have changed a lot with the
People's Commune replacing the traditional Chinese grassroots organizations in rural
areas, which was organized along familistic networks.
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Table 6. The Participation in the Exclusive Networks
In your village, is there any
clan organization?
Frequency
No
Yes, there is familial network which shares the same
family name, but there is no organization
Yes, there is a clan organization which has a clan
temple
Total

Percent

3997

93.5

197

4.6

80

1.9

4274

100.0

Subjective Norms
Social trust is the key part of subjective norms of social capital. As I have
discussed, there is fundamental differences between particular (discriminative) trust and
general (indiscriminative) trust. Particular trust refers to the faith in people who share the
same background with you, for example, your own family, your friends, and your groups
(i.e., the people you know). General trust refers to the faith in people unlike your own
kind. General trust is based on the belief that people different from yourself nevertheless
can be part of your moral community.
I used the following question to measure different types of trust. "Generally
speaking, if there are no direct economic concerns, would you please tell me how
trustworthy are the following people? a. same village residents with the same family
name; b. same village residents with different family names; c. relatives; d. outside
people that you do not know."
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Table 7. The Distribution of Different Types of Trust
Generally speaking, if there are no <
direct economic concerns, would
you please tell me how trustworthy are the following people?
a. same village
residents with
same family
name

b. same village
residents with
different family
name

c. relatives

d. outside
people that you
do not know

The majority can
not be trusted

.6

1.3

.2

45.7

More than a half
can not be trusted

3.8

6.0

1.0

28.1

Half can be
trusted, but half
can not be trusted

18.5

26.0

7.4

20.5

More than a half
can be trusted

44.3

41.8

34.3

4.5

The majority can
be trusted

32.8

25.0

57.0

1.3

The results presented in Table 7 indicate that the structure of social trust of
Chinese peasants is very hierarchical. The "radius of trust" first reaches their relatives;
then the same village residents with the same family name; thirdly the same village
residents with different family names; lastly outside unknown people. First, for the
question of the trustworthiness of their relatives, 91 per cent of interviewed peasants
reported that more than half of their relatives can be trusted in. Second, for the question
of the trustworthiness of the same village residents with the same family name, 77 per
cent of interviewees stated that more than half of this group of people is trustworthy.
Third, for the question of the trustworthiness of the same village residents with different
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family names, 67 per cent of interviewed peasants reported that more than half of these
residents can be trusted in. Last, only 5.8 per cent of interviewed peasants reported that
more than half of outside unknown people can be trusted in. Meanwhile about 46 per
cent of interviewed peasants reported that a majority of outside unknown people is not
trustworthy.
It is very obvious that the trust in relatives and same village residents with the
same family name can be considered as familistic trust. Familistic trust originates from
the Confucian culture in which family was the basic unit for individuals to survive and
evade from the tyranny of cruel rulers. And family members had moral obligations to the
whole family and in return the family would protect all family members in terms of their
interests. Such a familistic culture cultivated the particular trust among family members.
The results from our analysis of survey questions lead to the conclusion that the particular
(discriminative) trust is still very strong in rural China. The trust in outside unknown
people is not based on family ties or other bonding ties; hence, it is typical general
(indiscriminative) trust. However, this trust in outside unknown people is very weak in
rural China. Such finding is different from Ronald Inglehart's World Values Survey and
Jie Chen and Chunlong Lu's survey, which indicating that social trust is abundant in
Chinese society. The possible explanation is that Jie Chen and Chunlong Lu's survey is
mainly focused on the urban areas, and urban residents may actually have a higher level
of general trust than rural residents. On the other hand, the measurement in Ronald
Inglehart's World Values Survey does not distinguish different types of trust. As I have
discussed above, particular trust may be abundant among rural residents, but general trust
is still in scarcity in rural China.
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One interesting point from these findings is that the trust in the same village
residents with different family names is moderately strong. This kind of social trust goes
beyond the family ties and extends to other members of the same village community,
although it does not extend to general public outside of the village communities.
Therefore, this kind of social trust can be considered as the preliminary stage of general
trust, which is particularly useful in a village community, since this trust will link all
villagers together to commit collective actions to deal with public issues of villages.

VILLAGE-LEVEL STOCK OF SOCIAL CAPITAL
In this study, I treat social capital as the attributes of communities and I will
measure the stock of different types and dimensions of social capital in each village based
on the individual villagers' responses to the survey questions.
First, to measure the proportion of villagers who do participate in formal civic
organizations, I aggregate the responses of all individuals interviewed in each surveyed
village. For the health/sports organizations, average village responses vary from a high
of 0.60, which means 60 per cent of villagers reported to join the health/sports
organizations in that village, to a low of 0.00, which means no villager reported to join
these organizations. For the entertainment/culture organizations, average village
responses vary from a high of 0.70, which means 70 per cent of villagers reported to
participate in the entertainment/culture organizations, to a low of 0.00, which means no
villager reported to join these organizations. For the religious organizations, average
village responses vary from a high of 0.80, which means 80 per cent of villagers reported
to attend the religious organizations, to a low of 0.00, which means no villager reported
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to participate in these organizations. For the professional skills-training organizations,
average village responses vary from a high of 0.55, which means 55 per cent of villagers
reported to join in the professional skills-training organizations, to a low of 0.00, which
means no villager reported to join in these organizations. For the public-spirited
organizations, average villager responses varied from a high of 0.73, which means 73 per
cent of villagers reported to join in the public-spirited organizations, to a low of 0.00,
which means no villager reported to join in the public-spirited organizations. These five
items are combined to form an additive index for the membership in the formal civic
organizations in each surveyed villages, which is used in the multivariate analysis that
follows.46
Second, to measure the participation in the inclusive networks, I aggregate the
responses of all individuals interviewed in each surveyed village. For the relationship
with other peasants, average villager responses vary from a high of 5.0, which means the
relationships among peasants in that surveyed village are extremely intimate, to a low of
1.0, which means the relationships among peasants in that village are "unfamiliar". For
the co-operative activities with other peasants, average villager responses vary from a
high of 5.0, which means the co-operative activities among peasants in that surveyed
village are numerous, to a low of 1.0, which means such activities in that village are
scarce. These two items are combined to form an additive index for the participation in
the inclusive networks in each surveyed village and I will use it in the multivariate
analysis that follows.

The reliability analysis of these three items yields a reliability coefficient (alpha) of .88.

Table 8. Average Scores for Participation in the Civic Organizations
Item

Minimum

Maximum

0.00

0.60

0.00

0.70

0.00

0.80

Professional Skills-training organizations

0.00

0.55

Public-spirited organizations

0.00

0.73

Health/Sports Civic Organizations
Entertainment/Culture Organizations
Religious Organizations

Third, for the exclusive networks, a village will be counted having the clan
organization if there is one respondent indentified that this village had the clan
organization. As a result, out of 410 surveyed villages, 114 villages have the clan
organization. Among these 114 villages which have the clan organization, 35 villages
have the clan temple, which means these 35 villages have a well-organized clan.
Fourth, in terms of the subjective norms, I consider the trust in relatives and in
same village residents with the same family names as the typical particular trust.
Therefore, the responses to these two questions of interviewees are aggregated to
measure the intensity of particular trust in each surveyed village. For the trust in
relatives, average villager responses varied from a high of 5.0, which means the particular
trust in relatives is extremely strong in the surveyed village, to a low of 3.3, which means
the particular trust in relatives is moderate in the surveyed village. For the trust in the
same village residents with the same family names, average villager responses varied
from a high of 5.0, which means the particular trust in the same village residents with the
same family names is extremely strong in the surveyed village, to a low of 2.1, which
means the particular trust in the same village residents with the same family names is
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pretty weak in the surveyed village. These two items are combined to form an additive
index for the particular trust in each surveyed village, which will be used in the
multivariate analysis that follows.
Last, the trust in the outside people that you do not know is regarded as the typical
general trust. To measure the intensity of general trust in each surveyed village, the
responses to this question are aggregated for all individuals interviewed in these villages.
For this question, average villager responses vary from a high of 4.5, which means
general trust in that surveyed village is strong, to a low of 1.0, which means general trust
is scarce in that village.
Based on the above findings, I summarize some major points in the following
section. First, it is obvious that the stock of bonding social capital is still abundant in
rural China; even the Communist Party had made the efforts to replace the old and
traditional family networks with the new communist organizations (that is, the People's
Communes). With the initiation of the post-Mao reform and the collapse of the People's
Communes, the reemergence of familial ties has become a common phenomenon in the
rural areas. As these findings indicating, out of 410 surveyed villages, 114 villages have
clan organizations. In other words, about 27 per cent of the surveyed villages have some
kind of clan organizations. Moreover, about 8 per cent of the surveyed villages have
advanced clan organizations, which own the common ancestor temples. On the other
hand, in terms of subjective norms, the majority of the surveyed villages have high stocks
of particular trust which is measured in this study by beliefs in the trustworthiness of
relatives and the same village residents with same family names. More than 70 per cent
of the surveyed villages have the average scores higher than 4.0, which means the
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particular trust is extremely strong in surveyed villages.
Second, the modern, bridging social capital is in formation in rural China, even
though the stock of bridging social capital is still moderate. With the deepening of the
post-Mao reform and the ongoing process of marketization, general trust and inclusive
social networks which connect people with different background has emerged in the rural
areas. In this study, the inclusive networks are measured by the relationship with other
peasants as well as the co-operative activities in villages. With regard to the relationship
with other peasants, more than 50 per cent of the surveyed villages have average scores
less than 2.0, which means in more than 50 per cent of the surveyed villages the
relationship among villagers is "unfamiliar". With regard to the co-operative activities in
villages, the average scores of more than 60 per cent of the surveyed villages are less than
2.0, which means the co-operative activities among peasants are scarce in those villages.
On the other hand, the majority of the surveyed villages have low stocks of general trust.
The average scores of more than 70 per cent of the surveyed villages are less than 2.0,
which indicates the scarcity of the general trust in the outside people that you do not
know.
Third, to determine the relationship among the different types and dimensions of
social capital in rural China, I ran a structural equation model.47 The results of this
analysis are illustrated in Figure 2. Overall, the findings from the structural equation
model indicate that the two types of social capital - bridging social capital and bonding
social capital - are not related at all. This result confirms that these two types of social
47
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capital are independent from each other and supports my theoretical argument that
bridging social capital and bonding social capital shall be treated separately. Figure 2
also shows that the two dimensions of bridging social capital - general trust and inclusive
networks - are closely related. These two dimensions make contributions to the latent
variable of bridging social capital, which means these two dimensions can be used to
construct the scale of bridging social capital. This finding tends to confirm Robert
Putnam's suggestion that "an effective norm of generalized reciprocity is likely to be
associated with dense networks of social exchange. In communities where people can be
confident that trusting will be requited, not exploited, exchange is more likely to ensue.
Conversely, repeated exchange over a period of time tends to encourage the development
of a norm of generalized reciprocity."48 On the other hand, the two dimensions of
bonding social capital - particular trust and exclusive networks - are also closely related
and make contributions to the latent variable of bonding social capital. Therefore, these
two dimensions can be used to build the scale of bonding social capital. This finding
suggests that in communities where people only trust family members, close friends, or
those who share the same background with them, they are more likely to participate in the
exclusive networks. And their interaction with members of exclusive networks tends to
encourage the development of particular trust among these people.
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Figure 2. The Relationship among Different Types of Social Capital
Note: Chi-square/df ratio = 0.98; CFI = 1.00; RMSEA = 0.00.

Finally, in Western societies, formal civic organizations are considered as the
integral component of social capital. However, in China, these civic organizations are
sponsored by the Party-state and highly dependent upon the Party-state. Moreover, most
formal civic organizations in rural China are neither voluntarily nor horizontally
organized - two requirements that any organization must meet before it can be added to
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the index of social capital proposed by Robert Putnam.49 This study indicates that these
formal civic organizations are underdeveloped in rural China. About 55 per cent of the
surveyed villages have no health/sports organizations. 75 per cent of the surveyed
villages have no religious organizations. And 65 per cent of the surveyed villages have
no professional skills-training organizations. In this study, I treat the participation in the
formal civic organizations independently from social capital and try to understand the
impacts of such organizations upon economic development, village governance, and
democratic participation in rural China.

CONCLUSION
This chapter briefly reviews different measurements of social capital in both
Western and Chinese literature and provides a broad picture of the evolution of social
capital in rural China in recent decades. Based on both Western and Chinese scholarship
and my observation of Chinese rural society, I developed a locally relevant measurement
to scale social capital in rural China. Overall, this chapter argues that with the deepening
of the post-Mao reform and the ongoing process of marketization, the modern and
bridging social capital has begun to emerge in rural China. On the other hand, the
traditional and bonding social capital still has a very solid foundation in the rural areas.
My measurement of social capital distinguishes two types of social capital bridging social capital and bonding social capital. I argue that both types of social capital
can be measured by two dimensions - objective networks and subjective norms. I also
suggest that density of formal organizations is not an appropriate indicator for measuring
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social capital in rural China. In particular, the objective networks of bridging social
capital are measured by two indicators - the relationship with other peasants and the cooperative activities with other peasants. And the subjective norms of bridging social
capital are measured by the general trust in the outside people who you do not know. The
objective networks of bonding social capital are measured by the participation in the clan
organizations. And the subjective norms of bonding social capital are measured by two
indicators - the belief in the trustworthiness of relatives and trustworthiness of same
village residents with same family names.
The statistical results from the data of these 410 surveyed villages support my
argument that bridging social capital is in formation in rural China; however, bonding
social capital still has a very solid foundation in the rural areas. Four independent
variables which represent the objective and subjective dimensions of the two types of
social capital are created respectively for each surveyed village and will be used in the
following chapters to test the impacts of social capital upon economic development,
village governance, and democratic participation in rural China.
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CHAPTER III
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

This chapter is devoted to an exploration of the impacts of different types of
social capital upon socioeconomic development in rural China. Based on my theoretical
discussion, I hypothesize that the two dimensions of bridging social capital - inclusive
networks and general trust - have positive impacts on socioeconomic development of
villages, whereas the two dimensions of bonding social capital - exclusive networks and
particular trust - tend to generate negative impacts on socioeconomic development of
villages.
Measures are developed to scale development performance in villages in terms of
four domains such as industrialization, health, quality of life, and average household
income. By using factors analysis, I find that villages which perform well in any one of
these development domains also perform well in other domains. There seems to be some
factors that makes village perform similarly well or similarly badly in respect of these
four development domains. This chapter is intended to answer the following question:
what factors might account for the feature of villages which leads to better
socioeconomic development in some villages and poor socioeconomic performance in
other villages?
I will first examine the causes for strong and poor development performance by
using the case study data that I gathered over a field trip in a group of 8 villages. Stuart
Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference are utilized to distinguish which types of
social capital may help explain the difference between strong and poor development
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performance of villages. Then, data from the group of 410 surveyed villages are
examined with the help of multivariate regression analysis. Case study examination as
well as regression analysis confirmed my hypothesis that bridging social capital has a
positive impact upon socioeconomic development, while bonding social capital tend to
influence socioeconomic development negatively.

THEORETICAL DISCUSSION AND TESTABLE HYPOTHESES
Through Robert Putnam's study of social capital in different regions of Italy,
more and more scholars have realized the positive impacts of social capital on
socioeconomic development at various levels (i.e., national, regional, and local).1
Robert Putnam and his colleagues in their seminar work Making Democracy
Work compared the socioeconomic development of Northern and Southern Italy and
pointed out that stronger economic performance of Northern Italy was associated with
more stock of social capital in that area. Furthermore, they also explained the mechanism
through which social capital influence socioeconomic development. According to their
discussion, social capital reduces transaction cost and facilitates collaboration among
individuals in a society. Putnam and his colleagues state that "an effective norm of
generalized reciprocity" which is defined as part of social capital tends to "be associated
with dense networks of social exchange."2 In those communities where residents interact
with others more often, they tend to believe that if they do a favor for others, they will
receive one in the future. Social trust is more abundant in such communities and social
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exchange is more likely to ensue. Social exchange facilitates transactions and "repeated
exchange over a period of time tends to encourage the development of a norm of
generalized reciprocity."3
Meanwhile, social capital also helps resolve the problem of collective action and
facilitates collaboration among individuals. Putnam considers "networks of civic
engagement" as an important part of social capital and points out that "networks of civic
engagement" improve communication among individuals, which helps to increase the
flow of information about the trustworthiness of individuals. If people are more aware of
the trustworthiness of other people in a society, they are more likely to trust them and
lead to successful collaboration in the future.4 A society with a high level of social trust
is usually a society with a strong performance of socioeconomic development.
In addition, Putnam distinguished different impacts of horizontal organizations
and vertical organizations. Members of horizontal organizations are brought together by
equivalent socioeconomic status and power. Vertical organizations refer to those
associations linking members in unequal relations of hierarchy and dependence. Putnam
suggests that horizontal organizations increase social capital but that vertical associations
do not. On the one hand, information which flows vertically is often less reliable than
those information flows horizontally, because the subordinate will distort or conceal
information if such information put themselves in danger. On the other hand, norms of
reciprocity are hard to cultivate among members in relations of hierarchy and
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dependence, because sanctions against the threat of opportunism are less likely to be
imposed on the superior and less likely to be implemented, if imposed.5
Another empirical study of social capital in Italy also reveals that different stocks
of social capital explain the variation of economic development in Italy. John Helliwell
and Robert Putnam's study shows that over the 1950-1990 period regions of Italy with a
more developed "civic community" had better economic performance.6
Many scholars also try to explore the exact mechanism through which social
capital facilitates economic growth. According to their studies, the first mechanism is
that social capital can reduce transaction costs. Transaction costs refer to those resources
that are used to increase the available information and to facilitate monitoring and
enforcing transactions.7 The mainstream economists have a common assumption:
individuals always try to maximize their own interests even at the cost of others. If there
are no formal institutions to monitor and enforce agreement, people have to worry about
the possibility that others will behave opportunistically to increase their own economic
gains. Therefore, without formal institutions to monitor and enforce the agreement, it is
very difficult for individuals to reach an agreement even if there are mutual benefits for
them.
Social capital can inhibit opportunistic behavior through providing the
information of other people's history of trustworthiness and increasing the cost of
opportunistic behavior. Therefore, social capital provides people with confidence that no
one will behave opportunistically and facilitates people to reach an agreement. As
5
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summarized by Carles Boix and Daniel Posner, social capital may reduce the probability
of individuals to engage in opportunistic behavior. Those resources which were used to
monitor agent's performance can be saved for more productive investments.8
Stephen Knack and Philip Keefer suggest that in a low-trust society the
enforcement of agreement requires more formal institutions and sanctions. However, in a
high-trust society, people put their trust in the future actions of others and the
enforcement of agreements is more dependent upon informal norms than on formal
institutions. In such a way, social capital can effectively reduce the transaction cost and
enhance economic efficiency.
Furthermore, bridging social networks and bonding social networks have different
impacts upon opportunistic behavior.10 Bonding social networks are exclusive networks,
which exclude people who are different from members of these networks. Opportunistic
behavior is constrained within each of these exclusive networks, but it is not checked
outside of these networks. Bridging social networks connect people with different
background in a society and increase the cost of opportunistic behavior, because this kind
of behavior will damage individuals' reputation among people across different social
divides and result in punishment from inside or outside of these inclusive networks.
Therefore, opportunistic behavior is checked in the whole society.11
Second, social capital encourages innovation and investment. In a high-trust
society people are more willing to trust their government officials and institutions and
tend to believe that economic policies of their government are more trustworthy and
8
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stable.12 Therefore, investors have more confidence in their long turn profits. In this
way, social trust triggers greater investment and more renewable economic activities in a
society, because when people have faith in the existing economic institutions, they are
more likely to "choose production technologies that are optimal over the long, rather than
short run."
Third, social capital facilitates resolving collective action dilemma and sustains
cooperation among members in a society or community. Social scientists have
recognized the problem of collective actions and considered it as an obstacle for
economic growth.14 People who want to maximize their own interests tend to free-ride
on other people if this is a public good that cannot exclude people from using it. If
everyone wants to free-ride, then there is no way that non-exclusive public goods will be
provided.
A dense network of bridging social networks in a society or community will
increase the sense of group identity and reciprocal feelings among members. The more
social networks in a society or a community, the more connected we are to each other,
therefore, the greater is our concern about others and public interests.15 Civic reciprocity
and social trust can facilitate resolving the problem of collective actions and providing
public goods by changing people's expectation on others' future actions and shifting the
people's calculation from the narrow-interested to the public-interested.16
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Many scholars have done some cross-country quantitative analysis to determine
the relationship between social capital and economic growth. David Halpern measured
social capital by the variable of trust in most people from the World Values Survey and
used GDP per capita to measure economic development. His study has revealed that
nations with higher social capital tend to be wealthier.17
Stephen Knack and Philip Keefer used trust and civic cooperation to measure
social capital and hypothesized that there was a correlation between trust and civic
cooperation, and economic performance. According to their study, the more trust and
civic cooperation in a country, the better economic performance a country will have.
Their empirical studies revealed that there was a strong and significant relationship
between social capital and economic growth. A ten-percentage-point rise in trust is
associated with an increase in economic growth of four-fifths of a percentage point.18
However, their study suggests that social networks do not always have positive and
significant impacts on economic growth. As a part of bonding social capital, exclusive
groups which constitute along ethnic, political, or religious lines may strengthen
members' trust and cooperation within groups to pursue narrow interests of their own at
the costs of others. Therefore, impacts of these exclusive groups on economic growth
could be negative.19
Sjoerd Beugelsdijk and Ton van Smulders conducted an empirical study of
European regions by using data from the European Value Studies (EVS). They followed
Putnam's distinction between bridging social capital and bonding social capital. They
defined bridging social capital as participation in open networks that cross different
17
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communities and bonding social capital as participation in close networks among families
and friends. They suggest that participation in both open and close social networks is
time-consuming. If people spend more time on these social networks, they have to
reduce their time spending on the formal economic activities. As a consequence, high
level of social capital in a society may have negative impacts on economic growth.
However, the participation in open social networks reduces incentives for rent seeking
and cheating. Therefore, it may improve economic growth.

So they hypothesize that

societies as a whole with a low level of bridging social capital and high level of bonding
social capital tend to have a low level of economic growth compared to those societies
with a high level of bridging social capital and a low level of bonding social capital.
Their empirical study reveals that people's values tied to family life significantly
reduces their participation in open social networks, therefore, reduces regional economic
growth in Europe.21 Their study leads to the conclusion that bridging social capital has a
positive and significant effect on regional growth. In a society where the level of
bridging social capital is high, more people participate in open networks that link
different communities, more opportunistic behavior is checked, and more collective
activities are achieved. Such society tends to have high level of economic growth.
However, such a positive relationship does not exist between bonding social capital and
economic growth.
Based on these empirical results, Michael Woolcock and Deepa Narayan further
suggest that the impact of social capital depends on the different combinations of bonding
social capital and bridging social capital. Under certain conditions, bonding social capital
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may also have positive impacts on economic development, because strong bonding social
capital gives families and communities a sense of identity and common purpose.22 For
example, it can provide valuable services for community members, such as job referrals,
credit, and emergency cash. But people's loyalty to those groups that they belong to may
be so strong that make them to pursue group interests at the cost of the interests of other
groups. For instance, as a family-based and group-oriented culture, East Asian
Confucian culture often provides incentives for people to pursuit narrow group interests
or family interests even if at the cost of the whole society.23
Woolcock and Narayan articulate that without bridging social capital which link
various social divides based on religion, class, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic
status, bonding social capital can become a basis for the pursuit of narrow group
interests.24 Therefore, the combinations of bonding social capital and bridging social
capital are very crucial. The ideal combination of bonding social capital and bridging
social capital is as follows: bonding social capital helps individuals to start their business
by drawing on the benefits of close community membership such as financial support.
During this process individuals can acquire the skills and resources to participate in
networks that transcend their communities. Afterwards bridging social capital will
facilitate the access to more extensive world.
However, such ideal combination is very difficult to achieve. For example,
although family-centered or kinship-based obligations and trust was conducive to the
development of family businesses and family-run firms in East Asia, most of these firms
failed to develop into the impersonal joint-venture firms. The main reason is that
22
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Confucian culture which is family-based and group-oriented is so influential in East Asia
societies that these family and pseudo-family networks can not transcend their
communities and become modern bridging networks.25
Woolcock and Narayan also emphasize that bonding social capital can both help
and hinder economic development depending on the certain circumstance.26 The future
direction of social capital research is to explore the conditions under which bonding
social capital have positive impact on economic development, and to help the
disadvantaged gain access to more diverse stock of bridging social capital.
More importantly, numerous examples from around the world have indicated that
social capital has facilitated rural development. A case study of the highlands of
Northern Ethiopia suggests that the participation in local organizations of villages has a
positive and significant impact on collective action for grazing land management.

An

empirical assessment of the role of social capital in Indian villages indicates that social
capital is positively correlated with better development outcomes in both watershed
conservation and cooperative development activities.
Another pilot study of Indonesia and Bolivia, organized by the World Bank,
shows that the memberships in local associations has positive impact on household
expenditure. Social capital facilitated collective action, increased household welfare, and
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reduced poverty in these areas. The impact of social capital on household welfare is
more significant than the impact of education. 29
Still, one empirical study conducted in India found out that associational social
capital (that is, memberships in local organizations) were positively associated with mean
consumption and inversely with poverty across the Indian states.30 Another study of
India society found that social capital had positive impacts upon community
development. Social capital facilitates community development by increasing the sense
of group identity among members. Individuals are more concerned for social status or
social reputation in communities with high level of social capital, because the more
connected we are to other people in a community, the greater is our concern about what
they think about us. 3 1
A group of scholars conducted an empirical study to explore the determinants of
economic growth across the United States counties. They have following findings: social
capital reduced transaction costs, encouraged technology innovation and
entrepreneurialism in American society, facilitated investment and trade, and allocated
resources more effectively. All in all, across the United States counties, social capital
had a positive effect on economic growth rates.32
Based on the above theoretical discussion, I hypothesize that the two dimensions
of bridging social capital - inclusive networks and general trust - have positive impacts on
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socioeconomic development of villages, whereas the two dimensions of bonding social
capital - exclusive networks and particular trust - tend to generate negative impacts on
socioeconomic development of villages. The hypothesized relationship between bridging
social capital and development performance is summarized by Table 9. Dense
participation in inclusive networks and the accumulation of general trust will help
villages reduce transaction cost, inhibit opportunistic behaviors, facilitate collective
action, and sustain cooperation among village constituents, which leads to better
economic performance. The villages which have more dense participation in inclusive
networks and have accumulated some amount of general trust are more likely to perform
well in the four domains of socioeconomic development such as industrialization, health,
quality of life, and average household income.

Table 9. The Hypothesized Relationship between Social Capital and Development
Performance
Development Performance
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in the inclusive networks

+

The general trust in the outside people
that you do not know

+

Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in the exclusive network
(clan organizations)
The parochial trust

_
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The hypothesized relationship between bonding social capital and development
performance is also summarized by Table 9. I suspect that the presence of a dense
network of exclusive organizations and a strong sense of particular trust will strengthen
people's loyalty to the groups (or families) that they belong to. Such loyalty may be so
strong that make people pursue narrow group interests at the cost of common interests of
their villages. As a result, a dense network of exclusive associations and a strong sense
of particular trust will endanger the overall development performance of villages.
Therefore, I argue that the villages with active exclusive organizations (in this study, clan
organizations) and a high stock of particular trust are more likely to have low
performance scores in the four indicators of socioeconomic development:
industrialization, health, quality of life, and average household income.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN CHINESE VILLAGES
In this section, I am going to review the evolution of economic institutions in
Chinese rural areas. My focus will be on the development of those institutions after the
founding of People's Republic of China. Through my review, I intend to provide a
general background for the understanding of economic organizations and their impact on
rural development in China.
The village has been the fundamental unit of rural China for as long as records
exist. Throughout the centuries, 80 to 90 per cent of the Chinese population were
peasants and lived in one of 900,000 villages, which usually have an average population
of from 1,000 to 2,000 people.
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Before 1949, the rural social structure was characterized by the dominance of a
small number of gentry and landowners over the large number of peasants. In his famous
work "Analysis of the Various Strata of Chinese Peasantry and Their Attitudes toward
Revolution," Mao Zedong named eight categories of population in rural China: big
landlords, small landlords, owner peasants, semi-owner peasants, semi-hired peasants,
poor peasants, hired peasants and rural handicraft workers, and vagabonds.

These

eight categories of population can be further classified as three classes: landlords and rich
peasants, middle peasants, and poor peasants. Big and small landlords belonged to the
upper class of landlords and rich peasants, and they occupied the apex of the pyramidshaped social structure in rural China.34 The landlord and rich peasants owned most of
the arable land and relied on the exploitation from poor peasants, such as heavy rents, for
their living. Before 1949, this class constituted less than 10 per cent of Chinese rural
population, but it owned more than 70 per cent of the arable land (Table 10). Owner
peasants belonged to the class of middle peasants and most of them owned enough land
and were basically self-sufficient. Semi-owner peasants, semi-hired peasants, poor
peasants, hired peasants and rural handicraft workers, and vagabonds all belonged to the
category of poor peasants and they owned little land or no land at all. According to Mao
Zedong, semi-owner peasants were better off than other components of poor peasants
who owned no land at all.35 The semi-hired peasants, poor peasants and hired peasants
who did not own any land were hired by the class of landlords and rich peasants and
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suffered a lot from the exploitation by that class. The vagabonds referred to those who
did not have a job in rural area. Before 1949, the class of middle and poor peasants
constituted more than 90 per cent of rural population but owned less than 30 percent of
arable land (Table 10).

Table 10. The Ownership of Lands in Rural China Before and After Land Reform

Before
Land
Reform

Percent of Rural Population

Landlord and
Rich Peasants
<10

Middle Peasants
and Poor Peasants
>90

Average Possession of Arable

—

—

Percent of Arable Lands

>70

<30

Percent of Rural Population

—

—

Lands per Person (mu*)

After
Land
Reform

Average Possession of Arable
—
—
Lands per Person (mu*)
Percent of Arable Lands
8
>90
Note: Mu is a traditional unit of area, and is equal to 6.667 ares or 0.165 acre.
Source: Zeqi Qiu, Dangdai zhongguo shehui fenceng zhuangkuang de bianqian (The
Changes of Social Stratification in Contemporary China) (Hebei, China: Hebei daxue
chubanshe, 2004), 40.

After 1949, the Chinese Party-state gradually imposed a new organizational
structure on the traditional base. The most fundamental change was to organize peasants
into collectives which took over responsibility for agricultural production from individual
households. From the middle 1950s to the early 1980s, the collectives were the dominant
rural institutions.
Starting from 1946, the policy of land reform was implemented in the Northern
China under the control of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Later on, the CCP
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spread the land reform campaign to the rest of China during the period from 1950 to
1953. Based upon Mao Zedong's famous analysis of the various strata of Chinese
peasantry, the Party classified the rural population into five rough categories: landlords,
rich peasants, middle peasants, poor peasants, and hired peasants and other workers.
Then the Party confiscated most of the wealth and land of landlords and rich peasants and
redistributed it to the class of poor peasants and hired peasants. The direct result of the
land reform campaign was the dramatic change of the distribution of land. Before the
land reform, the class of landlords and rich peasants owned more than 70 per cent of
arable land, while after the land reform they only owned 8 per cent. The class of middle
and poor peasants occupied less than 30 per cent of arable land before the reform, while
after the land reform they owned more than 90 per cent of land (Table 10).
Immediately after the land reform, the Party initiated socialist collectivization in
rural areas. There are three rationales behind the campaign of agricultural
collectivization. First, the private land owned by the peasants after the land reform was
not compatible with a socialist economy, since the aim of socialism is to eliminate the
existence of private economy. Second, the polarization among peasants continued in the
rural areas after the land reform, thus the Party believed that only through collectivization
could economic inequalities be removed. Third, the Party expected the collectivization to
mobilize peasants to increase agricultural growth.36 Starting from 1952, the Party took
measures to set up mutual aid teams, "lower level" agricultural producers' cooperatives,
and "high level" agricultural producers' cooperatives step by step. By the end of 1952,
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around 40 per cent of the peasant households had participated in the mutual aid teams,
0.1 per cent had joined in the "lower level" agricultural producers' cooperatives, and few
were in the "high level" agricultural producers' cooperatives.37 During the period from
1955 to 1956, the collectivization program was carried to completion and "high level"
agricultural producers' cooperatives were widely established. By 1957, around 1.2
hundred million peasant households had become members of these "high level"
agricultural producers' cooperatives (Table 11). In 1958, most of these cooperatives
were transformed into People's Communes (renmin gongshe). After that, almost all of
rural land was owned by the People's Communes collectively and the base of private
economy in the rural areas of China was eliminated: individuals do not have the
ownership of land and can not buy or sell land.

Table 11. The Development of Agricultural Producers' Cooperatives
"
Number of Cooperatives (in
ten thousands)

1952 ~19S3
0.4
1.5

1954"
11.4

1955
63.4

1956
75.2

1956~~
78.9

High level Cooperatives

0.0001

0.0002

0.02

0.05

54.4

75.3

Lower Level Cooperatives

0.4

1.5

11.4

63.3

21.6

3.6

ItobCTofPeasaiit
~~
Households in Cooperatives
(in ten thousands)

5:9

275

229/7

in High level Cooperatives

0.2

0.2

1.2

16927l~Tl782T_m05T

4.0

10742.2

11945.0

in Lower level Cooperatives
5.7
27.3
228.5
1688.1 1040.1
160.2
Source: Qiu, The Changes of Social Stratification in Contemporary China, 44.
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There were four basic features of the People's Communes.38 First, the land was
pooled and worked in common. All land owned by individual households were merged
into a collective land ownership. All means of production also became collective.
Second, the People's Communes adopted a three-level management system. Within this
system, the Commune was the highest level, the production brigade (dadui) was in the
middle, and the production team (shengchan xiaozu) was the smallest and lowest
production unit. Third, the People's Communes served as the basic accounting unit. The
communes purchased agricultural inputs, coordinated farm tasks, and sold output to the
government after harvest. Each peasant was assigned a daily job by the communes, and
their labor was coordinated. The communes paid off their debts, bought inputs, and set
aside money in a number of collectively controlled funds by using their incomes derived
from the sale of the harvest. Afterwards, the communes would distribute their net income
among households. Fourth, the net income was distributed to households on the basis of
work points. Individuals earned "work points" (gongfen) during the course of the year as
their assigned work was done. The "work point" system gave the communes enormous
control over the distribution of their incomes.
The post-Mao reform since 1978 changed the economic institutions in rural China
dramatically from "collectivization" to "de-collectivization". The economic reform
started with the introduction of the household responsibility system. The initial goals of
the economic reform were to increase agricultural production, to diversify the rural
economy, to improve the rural standard of living, and to promote the innovation and
diffusion of new technologies. During the period from 1981 to 1982, the household
38
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39
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responsibility system which basically distributes land to households by making contracts
with peasants has emerged as the preferred organizational system. By the end of 1982,
the People's Communes had been finally abolished and replaced by administrative
townships. More than 90 per cent of China's agricultural households had returned to the
household farming. The household became, in most cases, the basic economic unit and
was responsible for its production and losses. Most economic activities were arranged
through contracts, which typically ensured promises to provide a certain amount of
agricultural commodities or money to township governments in return for the use of land.
Land was initially lent to rural households for one year. Then it was observed that
contracts should be extended so that they can be effective in practice. Finally in many
areas contracts were extended to 50 years. 40
The second institutional reform was to free most agricultural commodities from
the government control, which brought about huge increases in the prices of major
agricultural commodities. In Maoist era (1949-1978), the Party-state established a rigid
system to control the production and sales of agricultural products in rural areas.
Peasants had to produce what was assigned to their land and sale their products at very
low government-set prices. The goal of the contracting system of the economic reform
was to increase efficiency of the use of land and to provoke peasants' initiative in
production. The advantages of specialization and exchange have been recognized and
markets have played a much greater role in the contracting system. As a result, some
"specialized households" devoted themselves entirely to production of cash crops and
reaped large rewards.
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The last institutional reform was to encourage the development of rural business
and other non-farming economic activities and to allow for labor mobility among rural
areas and between rural and urban areas. The de-collectivization brought about more
economic opportunities to individual households and made individual households
increasingly responsible for their economic success. One of consequences of decollectivization is that numerous peasants left their villages and moved into urban areas
to work in factories or open their own small business. During the period from 1978 to
1996, rural industry emerged and became an important part of China's economy. The
newly-emerged township and village enterprises (TVEs) increased rural incomes,
absorbed rural labors released from farms, and helped narrow the urban-rural gap.
As a result of these institutional reforms, there was a remarkable take-off of
China's agricultural economy after 1978. For example, froml978 to 1984 grain
production increased 4.7 per cent every year; oil crops increased 14.9 per cent annually;
fruit increased 7.2 per cent; red meat increased 9.1 per cent; and fishery increased 7.9 per
cent (Table 12). Although agricultural growth decelerated after 1985 due to the gradual
decrease of the efficiency effects from the institutional reforms, the overall agricultural
growth rates still outpaced the rise of Chinese population (Table 12).
The rapid economic growth, urbanization, and the development of food market
have boosted demands for meat, fruit, and other non-grain food, so there were sharp
shifts in the structure of agriculture (Table 12). One of the most significant structural
changes in the agricultural sector is that the share of grain cropping in total agricultural
output fell from 82 per cent to 56 per cent.
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As I mentioned before, the post-Mao reform encouraged the development of rural
industry. Consequently, TVEs emerged and developed rapidly. We can observe from
Table 12 that the output of all rural enterprises kept an average increase of 12.3 per cent
from 1979 to 1984, 24.1 per cent from 1985 to 1995, and 14.0 per cent from 1996 to
2000. TVEs' employment grew from 28 million in 1978 to a peak of 135 million in
1996, with a 9 per cent annual growth rate.41 It is clear that TVEs were the most
dynamic part of the Chinese economy from 1978 to the middle 1990s.

Table 12. The Annual Growth Rates (%) of China's Economy, 1970-2000
Pre-reform
1970-78
Gross domestic product
Agriculture
Industry
Service
Foreign Trade
Import
Export
Grain production
Oil crops
Fruit
Red meat
Fishery

4.9
2.7
6.8
20.5
21.7
19.4
2.8
2.1
6.6
4.4
5.0

Rural enterprises output value

Reform Period (After 1978)
1979-84

1985-95

1996-2000

8.5
7.1
8.2
11.6
14.3
12.7
15.9
4.7
14.9
7.2
9.1
7.9

9.7
4.0
12.8
9.7
15.2
13.4
17.2
1.7
4.4
12.7
8.8
13.7

8.2
3.4
9.6
8.2
9.8
9.5
10.0
0.03
5.6
8.6
6.5
10.2

12.3

24.1

14.0

Population

1.80

1.40

1.37

0.90

Per capita GDP

3.1

7.1

8.3

7.1

Source: Adapted from Jikun Huang and Scott Rozelle, "Trade Liberalization, WTO and
China's Food Economy in the 21st Century: Larger, Modest, or Little Impacts?" Trade
Working Papers No. 191 (East Asian Bureau of Economic Research, 2001).
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The rapid agricultural growth after 1978 created preconditions for the transfer of
agricultural labors to the non-agricultural sectors in China's economy. Meanwhile, the
Party-state had made institutional reforms to allow rural labors to move among rurual
areas and between rural and urban areas. In addition, the growth of TVEs absorbed a
huge amount of agricultural labors. As a result, the labor force employed in agricultural
sectors has decreased dramatically (see Figure 3). For example, 81 per cent of Chinese
labors were employed in the agricultural sectors in the year of 1970, while in 2000 this
number fell to 50 per cent.

1970

1980

1985

Agriculture

1990
I

1995

2000

Non-agriculture

Figure 3. The Change of Chinese Employment Structure
Source: Adapted from China Labor Statistical Yearbook, 2008 (Beijing: China Statistics
Press, 2008).
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MEASURING DEVELOPMENT PERFORMANCE
Industrialization
The post-Mao reforms encouraged the development of rural industry. One of the
results of such policy is that TVEs emerged and developed rapidly. According to
Chinese government regulations, TVEs are market-oriented public enterprises under the
direct control of villages and townships. The origins of TVEs were the industries that
had been set up to serve the rural areas during the Great Leap Forward and run by the
People's Communes and production brigades. During the Maoist time, rural industries
had limited roles in rural development and were restricted to the production of iron, steel,
cement, chemical fertilizer, hydroelectric power, and farm tools.42 However, TVEs
experienced significant expansion in the 1980s and early 1990s and the post-Mao rural
reforms had changed TVEs to the most vibrant part of the Chinese economy.
The post-Mao reforms decentralized fiscal authority and economic independence
to the local governments. Governments at each level assumed primary responsibility for
economic development in their regions. This institutional setting tied together local
economic prosperity and local interests of all levels of governments.43 The stronger is the
economic performance in a region, the more that local governments will benefit from it.
Therefore, this local autonomous system generated considerable pressure on local
governments to compete with each other in supporting profit-making enterprises and pro-
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growth policies. As argued by Susan Shirk, such a decentralized structure has been the
institutional foundation for rapid economic growth in post-Mao China.44
Village and township leaders were responsible for the dramatic growth of rural
enterprises after 1978. It is at village and township levels that officials had a key role in
fostering the development of both collective and private rural enterprises. The village
and township leaders in the most industrially developed areas of the countryside, such as
in Southern Jiangsu Province, have been at the helm of economic development in their
45

areas.
The development of rural enterprises experienced two stages. The first stage is
from 1978 to 1996. At the first stage TVEs were the dominant force for the development
of rural enterprises. According to the regulations of governments, TVEs are "collectively
owned" by villages and townships. However, in practice, although "ownership rights" of
TVEs belonged to the collectives, their "use rights" were delegated to managers. Such
arrangement doomed the future of TVEs because the ambiguity of their property rights
caused a lot of problems in practice.
The second stage for the development of rural enterprises is after 1996. Prior to
1996, private businesses were faced with severe restrictions and discrimination in terms
of resources and regulations. In order to avoid those restrictions, most of private
enterprises registered as collective TVEs or were attached to established collective TVEs.
Through such practice labeled as "guahu" (hang-on) or "dai hongmaozi" (wearing red
hat), private enterprises were able to circumvent the official limits set by the governments
Susan L. Shirk, The Logic of Economic Reform in China (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1993).
Jean C. Oi, Rural China Takes Off: Institutional Foundations of Economic Reform (Berkeley: University
of California Press 1999).
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and also to take advantage of benefits enjoyed by collective TVEs such as tax
concessions in the first few years of operation.46 After Deng Xiaoping called for further
market oriented reforms in 1992, the government made genuine efforts to encourage the
development of private economy. Meanwhile, TVEs experienced dramatic recession
from 1995 to 1996. The retrenchment of Chinese economy caused many TVEs to go out
of business. Some estimates suggest that about 30 per cent of TVEs had gone bankrupt.47
And also there has been a massive trend toward privatization.48 As a result, private
enterprises have become the dominant force for the development of rural industry.
In this study, the variable INDUS measures the development of rural enterprises
in the surveyed villages. In particular, this variable INDUS is measured by two items: 1)
the number of collective TVEs, and 2) the number of private enterprises. For the first
item, about 84 per cent of the surveyed villages have no collective TVEs, and the highest
score of TVEs those surveyed villages has is 30. For the second item, about 50 per cent
of the surveyed villages have no private enterprises, and the highest score of private
enterprises those surveyed villages has is 65. Such result shows the regional unbalance
of the development of rural industry. Rural enterprises play more important roles in the
economy of coastal provinces of east China than in other provinces.

Kristin Parish, "Local Initiative and National Reform: The Wenzhou Model of Development," China
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Corporatism in China," World Politics 45, no. 1 (1992): 99-126.
47
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Health
After 1949, the Chinese Party-state gradually established a system of collective
health-care in rural China to provide basic health services to most of peasants. In
addition, Mao Zedong proclaimed in June 1965 that "the focus of health care work
should shift to rural areas." As a result, a lot of government health care resources had
been allocated to rural areas after the middle 1960s.49 Although services provided by this
collective health-care system were primitive, they had made a huge improvement of the
overall health of Chinese peasants.
There were three major features of this system. First, this system focused on
preventive health care (as opposed to curative). Second, this system only provided basic
services for the most easily treated diseases and injuries. Third, this system was made up
of two major tiers. The first tier consisted of "barefoot doctors" traveling around and
giving medical treatment out of village medical centers. They provided preventive and
primary-care services, with an average of two doctors per 1,000 people. The "barefoot
doctors" usually received about six months of training, but their training length may vary
from a few months to one and a half years. Training was focused on preventive medicine
and curing simple ailments. These "barefoot doctors" usually were paid in work points
from the People's Communes, so their services were generally provided free to peasants.
By the middle 1970s, there had been 1.5 million "barefoot doctors" in rural China. The
second tier was made up of the township health centers, which functioned primarily as
out-patient clinics for about 10,000 to 30,000 people each. These health centers had about
ten to thirty beds each, and the most qualified members of the staff were assistant
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doctors. The most seriously ill patients were referred to the higher-level medical services
(usually, the county hospitals).
The post-Mao rural reforms caused a fundamental transformation of the rural
health-care system. The de-collectivization in the late 1970s and the collapse of the
People's Commune in the early 1980s had diminished the flow of resources into the
collective health-care system. The villages were no longer assigning work points, so
there was no method for compensating "barefoot doctors". The lack of financial
resources for the cooperatives resulted in a decrease in the number of village doctors.
The total number of active village doctors declined to less than a quarter of the 1970s
peak. The "barefoot doctor" system was abolished in 1981 with the collapse of the
People's Commune system. The "barefoot doctors" were given the option to take a
national exam. If they passed they became village doctors and if not they would be
village health aides.
After the collapse of the People's Commune system, villages could only use
wutong (that is, for rural education, family planning, militia, support for veterans, and
road construction) and santi (that is for collective investments, welfare, and cadre
compensations) to extract public funds from peasants or use the profits from TVEs to
support the system of collective health-care.
As a result of this institutional change, the percentage of the rural population with
health coverage decreased dramatically. In the 1970s, collective health service covered
about 80 per cent of the rural population, while in the middle 1980s, this coverage
dropped to less than 10 per cent of the rural population. The Ministry of Health has
carried out a large-scale survey of health care availability every five years since 1993.
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The survey results indicated that about 80 per cent of rural residents have no health
insurance whatsoever. Only less than 10 per cent have collective health services, and
most of these services are concentrated in relatively developed areas.50
In order to make health care more affordable for the rural poor, the Chinese
government initiated a new rural co-operative medical care system in 2005. The annual
cost of medical cover under the new rural co-operative medical care system is 50 yuan
per peasant. The actual cost for a peasant is 10 yuan per year. The central government
will make a contribution of 20 yuan and the provincial government will pay the rest. By
September 2007, around 80 per cent of peasants have signed up this new rural cooperative medical care system.
In this study, the variable HEALTH captures the overall pictures of health
provision in the surveyed villages. The variable HEALTH is measured by two items: 1)
the number of clinics, and 2) the number of village doctors and health aides. For the first
item, about 45 per cent of the surveyed villages have one clinic, and the highest score is
30. For the second item, about 22 per cent of the surveyed villages have one village
doctor (or health aide), and the highest score is 150.

Quality of Life
Finally, in order to measure the quality of life in rural China, I consider three
indicators corresponding to the China Rural Quality of Life Index that bear upon the
availability of electricity, clean water supply, and telephones.51 Accordingly, I use these
three items to measure the quality of life in rural China: 1) the number of households that
50
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have electricity in the surveyed villages, 2) the number of households that have water
supply, and 3) the number of households that have telephones.
The variable QLIFE combines the scores for all three services: electricity, water,
and telephones. I believe that through the variable QLIFE we can see the overall picture
of the basic living standards in the surveyed villages. For the first item, all of the
surveyed villages have the supply of electricity, but still in about 6 per cent of the
surveyed villages, less than 120 households have electricity. In other words, in about 6
per cent of the surveyed villages, less than a half of households have electricity. For the
second item, about 37 per cent of the surveyed villages do not have water supply, while
on the other hand, in about 30 per cent of the surveyed villages, almost all households
have water supply. For the third item, all of the surveyed villages have telephones, but
still in about 30 per cent of the surveyed villages, less than 120 households have
telephones. These results from our survey show that even though China's economy
enjoys a rapid GDP growth, part of it rural population is still not covered by basic
services such as electricity and water.

Average Household Income
The rapid economic growth brought about by the post-Mao reform has greatly
improved peasants' standard of living. One of the indicators of such improvement is the
increase of rural per capita income (Figure 4). Per capita income in rural China was
extremely low prior to the economic reforms. In 1978 the average income for a peasant
was only about RMB 220 a year (US$ 150). After the onset of rural reforms in 1978,
peasants' average income has increased dramatically. Average income per peasant
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increased to RMB 522 in 1984, with an annual growth rate of 15 per cent. However, in
the middle of 1980s, the growth of rural income slowed down to a growth rate of 3 per
cent a year. From 1990 the overall income of rural population has started to increase
quickly again and continued its growth throughout the subsequent decade. One of the
factors leading to such strong growth is that non-agricultural income has increasingly
become a large proportion of rural incomes.

1978

1997

Figure 4. The Change of Per capita Rural Income
Source: Adapted from China Rural Statistical Yearbook, 2007 (Beijing: China Statistics
Press, 2007).

The rapid growth of China's economy causes significant reduction in rural
poverty. According to China's official poverty lines, China's rural poor decreased
dramatically in the past decades, from 260 million in 1978 to 128 million in 1984 (Figure
5). After slowing down in the late 1980s, the rapid decrease of the number of poor
peasants continued in the 1990s. By the end of 2000 China's rural population living in
poverty has declined to about 30 million. The incidence of rural poverty (poor as
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proportion of rural population) also decreased sharply during the same period, from 32.9
per cent in 1978 to 15.1 per cent in 1984, and then to 3 per cent in 2000.

<B

1978

1997

Figure 5. The Change of Chinese Rural Poor
Source: Adapted from China Rural Statistical Yearbook, 2007 (Beijing: China Statistics
Press, 2007).

In this study, the variable INCOME measures the average income per peasant in
the surveyed villages. I believe that the variable INCOME captures the overall picture of
the income level in the surveyed villages. The highest INCOME score is 7400 yuan and
the lowest INCOME score is 50 yuan. The gap between INCOME scores is obvious
among surveyed villages. Such result tends to confirm the fact that China's rural
development is unbalanced: some villages are well developed, while on the other hand,
many villages are still underdeveloped.
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Analysis
How do these four aspects of development in the surveyed villages industrialization, health, quality of life, and average household income - relate to each
other? This question is addressed below by examining the correlation among INCOME,
INDUS, HEALTH, and QLIFE.

Table 13. Four Development Indicators: Correlation Coefficients

~""INDUS
INDUS
HEALTH
QLIFE
INCOME

1.00

HEALTH

QLIFE

~076**

069**

0.71**

0.56**

0.49**

1.00

0.82**

1.00

"INCOME

1.00

Note:**p<.0\.
~~~
~~~
~~~
"""
All four original indicators are re-scaled for the sake of uniform measurement.

~~ —

As Table 13 shows, correlations among the four development indicators are high
and statistically significant. Furthermore, I ran a factor analysis among these four
indicators. The results from the factor analysis show that only a single dominant factor
emerged among these four indicators, accounting for 64 per cent of the original variance
(Table 14). Based on these findings from the factor analysis as well as the correlation
analysis, I may conclude that there is a reasonable amount of coherence among these four
development indicators. In other words, villages that score high in any of these indicators
are more likely to perform well on each of other three. In a similar way, villages that
perform poorly in any of these four development indicators tend to have low performance

88
across all four indicators. All in all, villages either score high in multiple development
factors or score low in most of development indicators. Given such a degree of
coherence among these four indicators, these indicators can be combined together to
measure socioeconomic development in rural China.

Table 14. Development Performance: Factor Analysis
Variables

Index of Development Performance

INDUS

0.74~

HEALTH

0.71

QLIFE

0.83

INCOME
Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
. 1 component extracted.
. Initial Eigenvalues=2.76; % of Variance=64

0.77

The correlations among the four development indicators are explained by the
socioeconomic development of rural China since the post-Mao reforms. As I have
mentioned, the development of rural enterprises, including both TVEs and private
enterprises, contributed to the significant increase of peasants' incomes in the 1990s.
Meanwhile, after the collapse of the People's Communes, villages have to support the
collective health-care system either by extracting public funds from peasants or using the
profits from TVEs. Therefore, in some rich villages where the peasants have higher
incomes and the TVEs are very well developed, the collective health-care system tends to
perform better than those villages that have lower household incomes and

89
underdeveloped TVEs. And it is also obvious that peasants in rich villages tend to have
better access to the service of electricity, water, and telephones.
For the purpose of analysis, the four development indicators are combined, since
they are so closely associated, into a single Index of Development Performance. I create
a new variable for the Index of Development Performance by aggregating the scores
received from each of the four development indicators. Each of the scores of four
development indicators is standardized to have a range from 0 to 1, so each has an equal
weight in the Index. The final score for the Index of Development Performance is
transformed to have a range from 0 to 1. The closer is the score of the Index to 1, the
better development performance the village has. The closer is the score of the Index to 0,
the worse development performance the village has. The average score of the surveyed
villages on this index is 0.67, and standard deviation is 0.31. In addition, the Index of
Development Performance is closely correlated with each of its four constituent variables
(INDUS, HEALTH, QLIFE, and INCOME).

CASE STUDY
In order to explore causes of high development performance, I am going to apply
Stuart Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference to examine a group of 8 villages
(Xingzhuang, Fengshan, Jishui, Dawang, Daxi, Wuyang, Tiexiang, and Yanxi) chosen
from the surveyed villages.
Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference involves two separate stages. At
the first stage, one tries "to establish that several cases having in common the
phenomenon one is trying to explain also have in common a set of causal
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factors

what Mills called the 'Method of Agreement.'"52 In order to apply the

Method of Agreement, one has to look at the positive cases to assess whether some
hypothesized causes are consistently associated with all of these positive cases and to
look at the negative cases to see whether some hypothesized causes are consistently
associated with all of these negative cases. The Method of Agreement has one additional
requirement: the investigator has to choose cases with different general characteristics
and similar values on the phenomenon of research, therefore the investigator can observe
whether values on the phenomenon of research correspond across cases with values on
CO

variables that define its possible causes.
The second stage of analysis involves the Method of Difference. According to the
Method of Difference, the investigator chooses cases with similar general characteristics
and different values on the phenomenon of research. Then the investigator explores
whether values on the phenomenon of research correspond across cases with values on
variables that define its possible causes.54
Generally speaking, Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference requires that:55
1. If X is the hypothesized cause and Y is the effect, then X should be present
whenever Y is present;
2. X should be absent whenever Y is absent; and
3. Factors associated with alternative hypotheses; e.g., Z, should be absent when
Y is present.
52
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According to Mill's Methods of Agreement, observed cases should be divided
into two groups. One group consists of positive cases, where the phenomenon of
research is visible and strong. The other group is made up of negative cases, where the
phenomenon of research is absent or only weakly show. The phenomenon of research in
this study is high development performance. So the case group of 8 villages is divided
into two subgroups: positive cases (Xingzhuang, Fengshan, Jishui, and Dawang) and
negative cases (Daxi, Wuyang, Tiexiang, and Yanxi). The group of positive cases has
one thing in common: the value on the Index of Development Performance is very high.
And these positive cases have different general characteristics. One thing that the group
of negative cases has in common is that their scores on the Index of Development
Performance are very low. And these negative cases have different general
characteristics.
Second, to be consistent with the requirement of the Methods of Difference, the
case group of 8 villages is divided into four subgroups: group one (Xingzhuang, Daxi),
group two (Fengshan, Wuyang), group three (Jishui, Tiexiang), and group four (Dawang,
Yanxi). The two villages in each of these four subgroups have similar general
characteristics, but they have different values in the Index of Development Performance.
In this case study I consider three general characteristics as crucial: regional
location, distance to the market town, and village size. First, regional location defines the
geographic location of the villages. China is a large country and its economic
development is unbalanced. The Southern regions and East coastal regions are
considered more developed than any other regions of China. Therefore, different
regional locations of villages may have significant impacts upon the development
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performance of the case villages. These two villages of group one (Xingzhuang, Daxi)
are selected from the Northeast China. Villages (Fengshan, Wuyang) in group two are
located in Northwest China. Jishui, Tiexiang which are in group three are chosen from
the South China. And the two villages, Dawang and Yanxi, in group four come from the
Middle China.

Table 15. The Description of the Case Group of 8 Villages
Location

Distance to
Market Town

Size of
Village

Index of
Development
Performance
High

Xingzhuang

Northeast China

Medium

Very Large

Fengshan

Northwest China

Extremely Far

Small

High

Extremely Close

Large

High

Close

Medium

High

Jishui
Dawang

South China
Middle China

Daxi

Northeast China

Medium

Very Large

Low

Wuyang

Northwest China

Extremely Far

Small

Low

Tiexiang

South China

Extremely Close

Large

Low

Close

Medium

Low

Yanxi

Middle China

Second, distance to the market town measures the distance of the case villages to
the nearest market town. According to previous literature, the distance to market town
may have significant impacts upon the rural development.56 The closer is a village to a
market town, the more opportunities and resources it will have for its development.

Wei Wang and Xiaolin Du, Nongcunjingjifazhan wenti yanjiu (Research on Rural Economic
Development Issues) (Beijing: Zhongguo nongye chubanshe, 2007); Jianhong Huang, Zhongguo nongcun
jingji jienan (Research on Chinese Rural Economy) (Beijing: Zhongguo jingji chubanshe, 2005).

93
Among our case villages, Jishui and Tiexiang of group three are extremely close to the
nearest market town. The two villages of group four (Dawang, Yanxi) are close to the
nearest market town. Xingzhuang and Daxi of group one are in the medium distance
from the nearest market town. Fengshan and Wuyang of group two are those villages
that are extremely far awayfromthe nearest market town.
Third, village size measures the population of permanent residents in the case
villages. The big villages tend to receive more resources and grants from governments
since they have more population. Thus, village size may have important influences upon
the development performance of villages.57 Among our case villages, Xingzhuang and
Daxi of group one have a very large population of permanent residents. The two villages
of group three (Jishui, Tiexiang) have a large population of permanent residents.
Dawang and Yanxi of group four have a medium population of permanent residents.
And Fengshan and Wuyang of group two only have a small population of permanent
residents.
The next step of Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference is to test different
hypothesized causes for the phenomenon of research and to see how well each of them
corresponds with the phenomenon of research. According to Mill's Methods of
Agreement and Difference, to be a true cause of this phenomenon, a hypothesized cause
must be observed whenever the phenomenon is present and absent whenever the
phenomenon is absent.
In this study the phenomenon of research is high development performance.
Therefore, in order to be a valid cause of high development performance, a hypothesized
cause such as bridging social capital, must be high whenever development performance is
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high and low whenever development performance is low and no other factor co-varies in
the same way with high and low development performance.
The second hypothesis in this study is that boding social capital generates
negative impacts on socioeconomic development. In the similar way, in order to be a
valid cause of low development performance, a hypothesized cause such as bonding
social capital, must be low whenever development performance is high and high
whenever development performance is low. And no other factor co-varies in the same
way with high and low development performance.

Table 16. Mill's Method of Agreement Applied to Positive Cases
Participation
in Inclusive
Networks

General
Trust

Location

Distance
to Market
Town

Size of
Village

Xingzhuang

High

High

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

High

Fengshan

High

High

Northwest Extremely Small
China
Far

High

Jishui

High

High

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

High

Dawang

High

High

Middle
China

Close

High

Medium

Index of
Development
Performance

At the stage one of applying the Method of Agreement, I have the following
findings. First, within the group of positive cases, the participation in inclusive networks
and general trust which are two dimensions of bridging social capital are consistently
positively associated with high development performance. On the other hand, as I have
explained, the four villages in the group of positive cases have different values on the
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three general factors - regional location, distance to market town, and village size.
However, none of these three general factors are associated with high development
performance. Therefore, these factors, such as regional location, distance to market
town, and village size, cannot be considered as valid causes of high development
performance in rural China. This finding tends to suggest that the participation in
inclusive networks and general trust are candidate causes of strong economic
development in rural China.

Table 17. Mill's Method of Agreement Applied to Negative Cases
Participation Parochial
in Exclusive Trust
Networks

Location

Distance
to Market
Town

Size of
Village

Index of
Development
Performance

Daxi

High

High

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

Low

Wuyang

High

High

Northwest
China

Extremely Small
Far

Low

Tiexiang

High

High

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

Low

Yanxi

High

High

Middle
China

Close

Low

Medium

Second, within the group of negative cases, the participation in exclusive
networks and particular trust as two dimensions of bonding social capital are consistently
positively associated with low development performance. The four villages in the group
of negative cases also have different values on the three general factors - regional
location, distance to market town, and village size. None of these factors are associated
with low development performance. Thus, these three general factors cannot be
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considered as true causes of low development in rural China. Based on such findings, I
suggest that the participation in exclusive networks and particular trust can be considered
as candidate causes of poor development performance in rural China.
The stage two of the Method of Difference requires to divide 8 villages into four
subgroups. Each subgroup includes two villages which have similar general
characteristics, but have different values in the Index of Development Performance.
After running the stage two of the Method of Difference, I have the following findings.
First, within each subgroup (group one, group two, group three, and group four), the two
dimensions of bridging social capital - the participation in inclusive networks and general
trust - are high whenever the values in the Index of Development Performance are high
and low whenever the values in the Index of Development Performance are low. Such
finding meets the requirement of Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference that X
should be present whenever Y is present and X should be absent whenever Y is absent.
Second, within each subgroup (group one, group two, group three, and group
four), the two dimensions of bonding social capital - the participation in exclusive
networks and parochial trust - are high whenever the low development performance is
present and is low whenever the low development performance is absent.
Third, the above two patterns are consistently valid across all subgroups (group
one, group two, group three, and group four), which have different values of the three
general factors - regional location, distance to market town, and village size. This finding
confirms that the above two patterns have a strong reliability and have a high level of
representativeness.
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Table 18. Mill's Method of Difference Applied to Four Subgroups
Location

Distance
to Market
Town

Size of
Village

Group Xingzhuang
1

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

High

Low

High

Daxi

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

Low

High

Low

Northwest Extremely Small
China
Far

High

Low

High

Northwest Extremely Small
China
Far

Low

High

Low

Group Fengshan
2
Wuyang

Bridging Bonding
Index of
Social
Social Development
Capital
Capital Performance

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

High

Low

High

Tiexiang

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

Low

High

Low

Group Dawang
4

Middle
China

Close

Medium

High

Low

High

Middle
China

Close

Medium

Low

High

Low

Group Jishui
3

Yanxi

Based on my findings from applying the Mill's Methods of Agreement and
Difference, I am intended to make following conclusions. First, the participation in
inclusive networks and general trust are causes of high development performance in rural
China. Second, the participation in exclusive networks and particular trust are causes of
low development performance. To generalize these findings to the rest of China, I will
draw upon the regression analysis for the nation-wide survey of 410 villages.

REGRESSION
In order to test the expected impacts of two types of social capital on the
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development performance, I run a multiple regression model (OLS), controlling for the
potential influences from other variables. I include four control variables in the multiple
regression: 1) regional location, which measures the regional locations of the surveyed
villages; 2) distance to market town, which measures the distance of the surveyed village
to the nearest market town; 3) village size, which measures the population of permanent
residents in the case villages; and 4) the membership in the formal civic organizations.
As I have explained in Chapter 2, aggregating memberships in formal civic organizations
is an imprecise measurement of social capital in the developing world. To test its impact
on economic development, I also include this variable into my control variables.
Overall, the results from this regression model support my hypotheses regarding
the relationships between the two types of social capital and the development
performance (Table 19). First of all, the evidence presented in Table 19 clearly indicates
that both subjective norm and objective networks of bridging social capital - general trust
and participation in inclusive social networks - have a significant and positive impact on
the development performance even after controlling the influence of regional location,
distance to market town, village size, and the membership in the formal civic
organizations. In other words, as I expected, those villages that are endowed with
abundant bridging social capital (i.e., prevalence of indiscriminative trust and inclusive
social networks) tend to perform better in terms of the four development domains such as
industrialization, health, quality of life, and average household income than those villages
that lack or are short of bridging social capital. These results are also consistent with the
findings in Knack and Keefer's cross-country study of bridging social capital on
economic development performance. Knack and Keefer suggest that the more trust and
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civic cooperation in a country, the more generalized reciprocity prevails, and the better
economic development performance a country will have.58

Table 19. Multiple Regression (OLS) of Social Capital and Economic Development
Index of Development Performance
b
s.e.
beta
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in Inclusive Networks
General Trust
Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in Exclusive Networks
Parochial Trust
Control Variables:
Participation in Formal Civic
Organizations
Village Size
Distance to Market Town
Regional Location:3
Northeast
North
Middle
South
Constant

3.27**
.67**

1.03
.19

.21
.19

-2.08**
-.86*

.71
.30

-.17
-.24

.14

.11

.03

.42
2.24

.34
1.62

.07
.06

1.67
1.33
2.18
1.02

1.32
0.96
1.78
.85

.08
.07
.02
.06

.92 * *

.25

R2
.36
Adjusted R2
.32
N
376
Note: b refers to unstandardized coefficient, whereas beta stands for standardized
coefficient, s.e. = standardized error. * p < .05; ** p < .01.
a
Northwest is used as the baseline comparison.

Second, the results from the regression model show that both the subjective norm
and objective networks of the bonding social capital - particular trust (the trust in
relatives and same village residents with same family name) and participation in

Knack and Keefer, "Does Social Capital Have an Economic Payoff? A Cross-Country Investigation."

exclusive network - have a significant and negative impact on the development
performance. These results suggest that those villages where particular trust and
exclusive social networks go rampant tend to perform poorly in the four development
indicators such as industrialization, health, quality of life, and average household income.
Such results support one of the competing arguments mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter that bond social capital does not have positive effects on the economic
performance of a society or community.5
Finally, the results of our regression model show that the potential impacts of the
four control variables on development performance are not significant. Especially, the
dense participation in formal civic organization does not have a significant impact upon
the development performance. Such result is different from the findings based on the
experiences of Western societies. As explained in Chapter 2, participation in formal
organizations is not an appropriate indicator for the measurement of social capital in rural
China, because formal organizations in rural areas of China are mostly state-controlled,
which are created to achieve state and regime objectives. Nearly every formal
organization established in the Chinese villages is linked to a state agency and is executor
of its policies. As a consequence, such kind of formal organization can barely produce
any positive impact upon rural development.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have discussed the general trend of Chinese rural development.
Since the onset of the post-Mao reforms, China has manifested many achievements in
such domains as agricultural production, development of rural enterprises, and peasants'
59
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101
income. I design an index to measure rural development performance based on four
indicators: industrialization, health, quality of life, and average household income. The
overall results indicate that the rural development is unbalanced: some villages are well
developed, while on the other hand, many villages are still underdeveloped.
I hypothesize that the two types of social capital along the two dimensions
variably influence the development performance in rural China. In general, this argument
has been supported by the case study of 8 villages and regression analysis from the
nation-wide survey of 410 villages. My empirical study shows that bridging social
capital embodied in the general trust and inclusive social networks positively affects
villages' development performance measured by four activities: industrialization, health,
quality of life, and average household income. Bonding social capital as manifested in
the parochial trust and exclusive social networks negatively impacts development
performance in rural areas. In addition, I also find that the dense participation in formal
civic organization does not have a significant impact upon economic performance.
These findings may have at least two important implications. First, findings from
this research support the argument made by some earlier studies that various types and
dimensions of social capital may have different, rather than only positive, impacts on
socioeconomic development. Moreover, my findings also confirm that participation in
formal organizations is not always an appropriate indicator for the measurement of social
capital, especially in the developing world. The nature of formal civic organizations may
vary in different countries and cultures, thus, it will generate different impacts.
Second, the political implication of this chapter is that these results may help
Chinese government design better policies for rural development. Empirical findings

from this chapter suggest that rural development may be significantly improved by
increasing the right kind of social capital along the two dimensions. Because bridging
social capital has positive impacts on the socioeconomic development, the Chinese
government shall take measures to encourage the development of independent inclusive
networks and invest in the construction of general trust in rural China.
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CHAPTER IV
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND RURAL GRASSROOTS GOVERNANCE

This chapter focuses on the impacts of different types of social capital upon the
grassroots governance in rural China. I hypothesize that inclusive networks and general
trust which are the two dimensions of bridging social capital have positive impacts on the
governance of the rural grassroots organizations that mainly consist of villagers'
committees (VCs). On the other hand, exclusive networks and particular trust which are
the two dimensions of bonding social capital tend to generate negative impacts on the
governance of the rural grassroots organizations.
First of all, I am going to development measures to scale the governance of the
rural grassroots self-governing institutions - the villagers' committees (VCs). Since
1978, Chinese central government has initiated a serious of institutional reforms to
improve the efficiency of villagers' committees in conducting village affairs and increase
their responsiveness to the demands of peasants within the villages. In this study, I
mainly use the evaluations of peasants living in the surveyed villages to measure the
governance of the villagers' committees. These evaluations are expected to indicate the
responsiveness and effectiveness of the villagers' committees. In addition, I will also add
some objective facts collected from the leaders of surveyed villages to the measurement
of the governance of the VCs.
The relationship between social capital and governing performance of the VCs is
examined by using the case study data that I gathered over a field trip in a group of 8
villages. Stuart Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference are utilized to distinguish

which type of social capital helps explain the difference between good and poor
governing performance of the VCs. Then, data of the surveyed group of 410 villages are
examined with the help of multivariate regression analysis. Both case studies and the
regression analysis reveal that bridging social capital has positive impacts on the
governance of the rural self-governing institutions, while bonding social capital generates
negative influences on the governance of these institutions.

PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION
Scholars have noticed that social capital as an independent variable exerts
significant impacts on governance at both national and local level. Putnam and his
associates point out that the engagement in civic associations and the cooperated spirit is
necessary preconditions for the effective self-government.1 Their empirical studies show
that in the regions of Northern Italy where social capital is rich people are more satisfied
with the governance of local governments; while in the regions of Southern Italy where
social capital is scarce people tend to be less satisfied with their local governments.2
Furthermore, Putnam explains the mechanism through which social capital
influences local governance. He states that the participation in civic associations, which
is defined as an important part of social capital, "instill in their members habits of
cooperation, solidarity, and public spiritedness." Members of civic organizations share a
sense of responsibility for collective endeavors. In addition, Putnam emphasizes the
important role of bridging social capital.4 These 'cross-cutting' groups have diverse

1

Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy.
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3
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goals and members. And those who belong to these groups will tend to have moderate
attitudes due to group interaction and cross-pressures. Putnam believes that a dense
network of civic associations facilitates social collaboration; therefore it will contribute to
effective democratic governance.
Putnam also suggests that civic engagement influences governance through both
demand side and supply side of government. On the demand side, citizens who
participate in civic associations expect better governance, and they get it in part through
their own efforts such as voting, petition, and lobbying. Those citizens who are active in
cooperation and collective actions are more likely to hold decision makers politically
accountable, because government officials have to temper their worst impulses if they
want to avoid public protests. On the supply side, the social infrastructure of civic
communities and the democratic values embedded in officials and citizens will make the
governments more efficient. Social capital lowers transaction costs and facilitates
resolving the problem of collection action. In civic communities, people know each other
and interact with each other very often. Therefore, people in civic communities trust
others in their communities and believe that others will behave honorably. This kind of
social trust serves as a moral foundation upon which to base further cooperative actions.
Putnam gives some examples to illustrate how social capital makes governments more
efficient. For instant, police will close more cases if there are citizens who are active in
monitoring police officers. Child welfare departments will perform better when
neighbors and family members provide social support to troubled parents. Putnam's
conclusion is that with the involvement of communities, government employees -

bureaucrats, social workers, teachers, police, and so forth - will do a better job and
governments will become more efficient.5
In his another empirical studies of social capital in the United States, Putnam
finds out that states with abundant social capital tend to be innovative in public policies
and are more likely to have merit systems when they hire government employees.
Governments in these states have less corruption and are more focused on social and
educational services. Putnam concludes that governments in social capital-rich states are
more effective and innovative. At the municipal level, Putnam's study reveals that
patronage politics seems to be curbed and federal grants are fairly distributed in those
cities with high levels of grassroots involvement. Institutionalized neighborhood
organizations help cities become more effective at passing proposals that local people
want. Governments in these cities also enjoy higher levels of support and trust.6
Simona Piattoni also focuses on the demand side of the governance. He points
out that people who participate in civic associations are more likely to trust one another
and tend to cooperate more easily. They are aware of the basic rules of governments and
thus are particularly sensitive to poor governance. If they find out that there is
governmental inefficiency and abuse, they can easily organize collective protest. And if
government officials are out of right track, those officials would be easily replaced with
better ones, coming from citizens with a long training in self-governance.7
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba are forerunners who reveal the positive role of
social capital on effective governance. They conducted an extensive survey research in
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Germany, Italy, Mexico, the United Kingdom, and the United States to identify civic
attributes conducive to democracy. One of their important findings is that the
interpersonal trust facilitates establishing stable democracy. Their study shows that
citizens of the United Kingdom and the United States - the nations with the longest
histories of stable democracy - showed higher levels of interpersonal trust than those
surveyed in Germany, Italy, and Mexico. Based on their findings, Almond and Verba
suggest that "civic culture" is necessary for effective democracy.
Ronald Inglehart defines social capital as "a culture of trust and tolerance."9 He
re-articulated the causal order of political culture and democracy. According to Inglehart,
culture is before institutions and "stable democracy ... depends on a deeply rooted sense
of legitimacy among the public."10 For example, a cross-national statistical study
conducted by Inglehart and Christian Welzel indicates that political culture plays a
crucial role on democracy.11 To measure political culture, they use a broad syndrome of
cultural orientations, including interpersonal trust, tolerance of out groups, postmaterialist
values, political activism, and subjective well-being. They conclude that in the long run,
democracy is not attained simply by making institutional changes or through elite-level
maneuvering. Its survival also depends on the political culture, which mainly embodies
interpersonal trust.
Based on the previous literature of social capital, I am going to summarize the
mechanisms through which social capital influences the governance at various levels.
8
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First, social capital can improve and broaden governmental accountability.

Such

mechanism can occur directly or indirectly in several ways. 1) If government officials or
bureaucrats are involved in civic engagement, they are more concerned about their
reputation among people with whom they horizontally interact on a regular basis.13 2)
More importantly, social capital will help people act collectively to articulate their
interests and monitor the performance of government officials.14 According to social
capital theorists, when people are embedded in dense social networks, they possess norms
of generalized reciprocity and have high levels of interpersonal trust. Thus, they are
more likely to have the ability to effectively organize themselves and act collectively to
monitor governments, protest against incompetence or malfeasance, and articulate their
needs or demands of communities to governments.15 Those actions are considered as
public goods, since people cannot be excluded from enjoying their benefits. Social
capital can help citizens overcome the collective action problem and provide public
goods for their communities.16
In addition, Putnam and his associates also suggest that in the regions of Southern
Italy where there is less social trust and civic culture, citizen-initiated contacts with
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government officials tend to involve narrow interests with personal concerns, while those
contacts in the more trusting and more civic northern regions tend to involve larger issues
with implications for the welfare of the region as a whole.17 All in all, as Stephen Knack
summarized, "[w]here citizens tend to conform to norms of generalized reciprocity, and
interpersonal trust is higher, free riding is less frequent and governmental performance
can be improved by affecting the level and character of political participation, reducing
'rent-seeking,' and enhancing public-interested behavior."18
Second, "social capital can potentially improve government performance ... by
reducing inefficiencies associated with gridlock arising from political polarization."19
The precondition for this mechanism to work is that the level of social capital is shared
by the community and its bureaucratic elites. Under this condition, higher level of social
capital helps bureaucrats to cooperate in carrying out their duties in the same way as it
helps citizens to cooperate in articulating their needs or demands.20 In the end, better
bureaucratic cooperation increases the efficiency in the internal operations of a
government.21
Apparently, social capital theorists have not reached an agreement on what
impacts different types of social capital have on governance.22 As I have discussed
before, there are two types of social capital: bridging social capital and bonding social
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capital. Bridging social capital contains a set of subjective norms such as the general
trust and inclusive social networks that connect people together from different social,
economic, occupational, and even political backgrounds. Bonding social capital is
composed of subjective norms such as the particular trust and exclusive social networks
that link people together by their shared economic, political, or demographic identity such as class, occupation, ethnicity, lineage or religion. Some scholars suggest that both
bridging and bonding social capitals should be considered as two necessary and integral
parts of social capital, thus maintaining a proper balance between these two types of
social capital will produce positive consequences for the governance of national or local
governments. For example, Putnam and his associates composed an index of social
capital mixing together elements of both bridging and bonding social capitals in their
study of the Italian democracy.23
Other scholars oppose this argument. As William Callahan suggests, scholars
have to "examine the quality of social capital and the ethics of each network's
inside/outside distinction," and thus distinguish different types of social capital.
Furthermore, scholars have to conduct comparative research and examine "how civil
social capital interacts with the uncivil social capital of corruption, ethnocentrism, and
sectarianism."24 Lucian Pye also argues that, "[w]hen social capital is positive and
constructive, it can produce establishments at either the local or national level, in which
elites in different walks of life work together for the common good. When the
networking is negative, the result can be a government of corrupt backdoor deals, which,
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in extreme cases, can end up as mafia rule."25 Francis Fukuyama, Sonja Zmerli and other
scholars also suggest that bonding social capital has negative impacts upon the
governance of national or local governments.26 Stephen Knack and Eric Uslaner argue
that only bridging social capital can promote the governance of national or local
governments. Bonding social capital has no effects on the governance.27
Still, some scholars suggest that when the boundaries of bonding social capital especially the inclusive social networks - overlap with the administrative boundaries of
the local governments, these inclusive networks may yield positive consequences for the
governance of local governments such as effective provision of public goods.28
All in all, while the question about the impacts of each type of social capital on
the governance of national or local governments is critical for theoretical inquiry as well
as public policy making, the answers to this question have not yet pointed to a consensus.
In order to make contribution to this debate, I will explore the impacts of the two types of
social capital on the governance of the Villagers' Committees that are basic selfgoverning institutions in rural China.
In the following section, I will provide a general background for better
understanding of the major functions of the VCs. In particular, I am going to review the
history of the evolution of the governance structures in rural China. Based on this brief
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review, I will design a multi-dimensional scale to measure the effectiveness and
responsiveness of the Village Committees.

THE CHANGE OF THE RURAL SELF-GOVERNING INSTITUTIONS
During the imperial period, rural communities constituted the main body of
Chinese society and the village was the basic form of residence for the overwhelming
majority of the population.
The power structure in imperial China was centralized upon the absolute monarch.
From this absolute monarch, power was entrusted to a hierarchy of officials and
radiated from the national capital to regional and local governments. This centralized
imperial system ruled the vast rural society through local governments, which, as agents
of the central government, were tightly controlled by the absolute monarch.30 The county
was the lowest level of local governments in imperial China. Although no more officials
were appointed by the central authority below the county level, the state did create several
semi-official and sub-administrative divisions below the county level for the purpose of
administering and controlling rural society. The baojia system was designed to police the
rural society and the lijia system was designed to collect taxes.

Townships were the

connecting points between the state and villages. Leadership in rural communities was
always in the hands of rich peasants and gentry. Usually, the county-level governments
only exerted influences over local leaders at the township level, who then oversaw a group
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of villages and worked at the crucial locus of the intersection between state power and
village leadership. At this level, the local gentry played a substantial role.32
The imperial state governed the vast rural society with the aid of the gentry class.
The gentry class whose dominion was below the counties and above the villages,
played a key role in mediating between the state and rural communities.33 They
provided leadership for the villages' governance, and determined the pattern and
direction of organized village life. The gentry controlled the rural administrative
structure, played a decisive economic role in the countryside, and had an intimate,
interlocking relationship with imperial state officials. They owned land and functioned
simultaneously as tax collectors and patrons on the land. In this way, the gentry's special
synthesis of local village notables, scholars, and office-holding bureaucrats formed a
dominant class that bridged rural and urban China.34 Therefore the gentry could
effectively organize the activities of rural communities and maintain social orders in the
countryside.
The village was the fundamental unit of rural governance in imperial China.
However, village affairs were managed by informal social institutions such as clans and
families rather than by formal organizations. The clan played a key role in organizing
community life and politics of villages, and was always under the control of the gentry. The
gentry used the institutions of clans to reinforced their interests and maintain social orders
in village communities. Therefore, during the period of imperial China, the clan under
gentry's management was the key character of rural governance.
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The feature of village-township-county structure characterized the administrative
hierarchy and social control in rural governance. On the one hand, the lowest apparatus
of the state was located at the county level. On the other hand, Chinese society
embodied numerous villages in which the majority of peasants lived. Chinese state
and society were held together by informal links provided by the gentry who lived in
traditional towns. Even under the increasing pressure from the penetration of state
power, Chinese peasants had little direct contact with the world outside their villages.
Village affairs were governed largely by the clan leaders who tended to identify with the
gentry or their communities rather than with the state. As a result, villages had become
atomized neighborhoods and insular communities.
The reform of rural governance in modern China originated from the New Deal of
the late Qing Dynasty.36 On December 27 1908, the Qing government promulgated the
Rules of Local Self-governance in Townships and the Rules of Elections for Local Selfgovernance in Townships, which provided that all towns should establish the councils as
the managing organs of local self-governance. The township councils were made up of
members elected by local residents through voting. The Rules clearly stipulated that
local self-governance focuses on managing local public affairs and assisting in official
administration. However, the late Qing Dynasty failed to continue this New Deal and it
was replaced by the Republic of China in 1912. The legacy of this New Deal for the
Republic of China was that the state power penetrated to the township level. The
Republic of China continued the reform of rural governance and made an effort to bring
all rural society within a formal relationship with the state.
35
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During the period of the Republic of China, the state power had penetrated to the
township level. According to the Organic Law of Counties promulgated by Nanjing
Nationalist government, all counties were divided into a few districts. The Nationalist
state made the district the lowest formal unit of government, with each district containing
some towns. The establishment of district governments was the most notable
achievement of Nanjing government during this period. The district had broad
administrative tasks and its most important function was to levy taxes. According to the
Organic Law of Counties, the leaders of the district should be publicly elected. In
addition, one of the district leaders was responsible for management of the affairs of rural
self-governance. Below the district, the heads and deputy heads of townships should also
be elected at the meeting of township residents.37
However, this institutional structure was only a legal form. The institutional
reforms were not the same in all localities, and they failed in the vast part of China due to
the Japanese invasion and the insurgency of the communist power. The Nanjing
Nationalist government enormously expanded the power and apparatus of county
governments. These county-level governments came to assume responsibility for
maintaining military units, modern police forces, and schools at the township level. As a
consequence, county-level governments took on expanded political functions and became
substantially more intrusive and extractive.38
Even if the Nationalist government intended to penetrate into the vast rural
communities, its ruling party, the Nationalist party, had no influence at the rural grassroot level. Due to the lack of financial resources, local organizations such as the county
37
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and district peasants' associations and women's associations led by the Nationalist party
seldom conducted activities and exerted little influence on the rural communities.39
Although the Nationalist party-state had more influence on and more control over village
affairs from the 1920s, the village governance was still controlled locally by traditional
village elites (the rich peasants and gentry). Overall, the power of the Nationalist partystate failed to take root in villages. Compared to the Nationalist party, the Communists
were very successful in creating local organizations in rural communities and penetrating
to villages, which increased their popularity among rural population and became one of the
decisive factors in the Chinese Revolution.40
After the establishment of the People's Republic of China in 1949, the Maoist
government started the campaign of socialist collectivization in the rural areas. The
result of this socialist collectivization was the establishment of the people's communes.
Overall, the commune system completely changed the pattern of traditional rural
governance. The development of the commune system was closely connected to the
search for a new relationship between the communist party-state and peasants. In early
1957, Chen Boda, Mao Zengdong's secretary, advanced the idea of combining government
administration with economic management in the countryside. In spring 1958, Mao
believed that such a combination would be the embryo of communism which included
agriculture, industry, commerce, education, and military affairs in one unit. In April 1958,
the Chinese Communist Party decided to begin the establishment of the people's
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communes in the rural areas. In less than two months, 26,425 communes were
established, which embraced about 122 million rural households.41
The people's commune had a three-level management system. The commune was
the highest level of the system. The production brigade (dadui) was in the middle and the
production team (shengchan xiaozu) was the smallest and lowest production unit. The
size of the commune was similar to the size of traditional township, or was the
amalgamation of several townships. And the size of the production brigade was
similar to the size of traditional villages.
The collectivization and the commune system brought about a thorough
elimination of the ethical, political, and economic bases of the traditional village elites
(the rich peasants and gentry). The communist party now recruited and appointed new
leaders - "rural cadres" - for the rural governance. These rural cadres were chosen by the
Communist party, because "they met certain requirements: they came from the right class
background (mostly the poor and middle peasantry); they had the right attitude toward
social reform; they were grateful to, and likely to comply with, the party."42 However,
there was a major difference between the commune-level cadres and the brigade and
team cadres. The commune-level cadres were on the state payroll, while brigade and
team cadres were not.
The rights and privileges of rural leadership were granted by the Communist
party-state, so rural cadres "heavily dependent on the state for the legitimacy." On the
other hand, the communist party-state also depended on the rural cadres to extract surplus
and maintain social orders in the rural areas. Therefore, in the Maoist China, these rural
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cadres were "the vital lower links in the chain of agricultural tax collection, commodity
quotas deliveries to state procurement organs, and the administration of all other levies in
the countryside." 43 In addition, these rural cadres also "organized local militia units, and
carried out mass struggle meetings, political campaigns, criticism/self-criticism sessions,
home visits to remonstrate with recalcitrant scofflaws, and all other basic means of social
control in the villages."44 Overall, with the aid of these new rural cadres, the communist
Party-state successfully penetrated into every corner of the vast rural communities and
established a new pattern of rural governance. Under this new governance pattern, the
villages lost their independence that they used to enjoy during the period of imperial
China. The Maoist rural governance strengthened the central government's control over
rural development.
Since the outset of the post-Mao reform in 1978, the central government has made
genuine efforts to established a new self-governing system in the rural areas and adapt the
rural grassroots governance system to social changes brought about by the reform. The
post-Mao reform of rural governance can be characterized by the retreat of state power
and the return of self-governance. This self-governing system was anchored by the
establishment of the villagers' committees (VCs).
After the collapse of the people's commune system, there was a power vacuum in
the rural society and numerous problems arose. Township governments in replace of the
communes became the lowest level of government. However, the production brigade and
production team that were below the township government could not function normally.
By the end of 1980, peasants in the rural areas of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region
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have established an entirely new organization - the villagers' committee to replace the
production brigade and production team. Later on, the Guangxi experience has
developed into a nationwide reform of rural governance and this new type of political
organizations has been established soon in all Chinese rural communities. Its selfgoverning body - the villagers' committees - was promoted by the government from top
down.
The new Constitution of the People's Republic of China promulgated in 1982
clearly stipulated that the system of villagers' committee is the basic form of rural selfgovernance. The central government promulgated the Organic Law of Villagers'
Committees (for Trial Implementation) in 1987 and formally issued the revised Organic
Law of Villagers' Committees (hereafter, the Organic Law) in 1998. According to the
Organic Law, the villagers' committee "shall be the primary mass organization of selfgovernment, in which the villagers manage their own affairs, educate themselves, and
serve their own needs. It shall manage the public affairs and public welfare services of
the village, mediate disputes among the villagers, help maintain public order, and convey
the villagers' opinions and demands and make suggestions to the people's government."45
In addition, the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee and its General Office
issued a series of documents on promoting the rural self-governance and strengthening
the construction of the rural grass-root democracy. Clearly, we can see the top-down
promotion of the establishment of the villagers' committees. And it is obvious that the
communist party-state still played a key role in this process.
According to the Organic Law, as the main rural governance leadership, members
of VCs must be directly elected by village residents. However, in practice, members of
45
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VCs are elected under the leadership of special organs such as township election
guidance committees. In most cases, the township party committees and governments
can send those candidates who they prefer into publicly elected VCs through legal
procedures by controlling the election process and choice of candidates.46 As rural grassroot democracy expanding, the township governments find it increasingly difficult to
control the election of VCs. However, the township governments still have enormous
influence upon rural self-governance. For example, it is a common practice for township
governments to send Party and government officials to villages to directly participate in
the village governance. These cadres sent by township governments are usually called
"cadres staying in villages" (zhucun ganbu). They are generally responsible for the
governance of village affairs.
In the new grassroots self-governing system, the villagers' general assembly and
the villager representatives' assembly are the decision-making organs for village affairs.
According to the Organic Law, the villagers' general assembly is the highest decisionmaking organ in villages. The villagers' general assembly consists of all adult villagers
who are over 18 years old. In addition, the Organic Law also stipulates that, "in villages
with a large number of people or scattered villagers, villagers' representatives can be
recommended and elected, the villagers' committee holds villagers' representatives to
hold a meeting and discuss and decide on the matters authorized by the villagers' general
assembly."47 The villager representatives' assembly and the villagers' general assembly
shall meet at least once a year to discuss the following matters: 1) the collection of
46
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wutong (that is, for rural education, family planning, militia, support for veterans, and
road construction) and santi (that is, for collective investments, welfare, and cadre
compensations); 2) the use and distribution of profits from the village collective
economy; 3) the plan for the construction of village public goods such as schools and
roads by using the retained funds from the collection of wutong and santi; 4) the plan for
deciding the village's collective economic projects; 5) the plan for the distribution of
lands; and 6) other matters related to the interests of the majority of villagers. After they
are examined and approved by the villager representatives' assembly and the villagers'
general assembly, these important matters will be implemented by the village leaders the VCs.
In response to the problem of peasants' burdens, since 1990s the central
government had begun to promote the tax-for-fee reform, which was intended to abolish
the collection of wutong and santi, and gradually decreased the agricultural tax. By 2006
this tax category has finally disappeared in China. The consequence of this reform is that
village communities can no longer rely on the collection of wutong and santi to extract
funds for public projects. The central government designed a so-called case-by-case
(yishi yiyi) system. According to this new system, the village must request permission
from the villagers' general assembly and the villager representatives' assembly to raise
public funding. In practice, the villagers' general assembly and the villager
representatives' assembly have to discuss and approve the proposals for the construction
of public goods such as schools and roads. After the proposals are approved, the
villagers' general assembly and the villager representatives' assembly will authorize the
villagers' committee to raise fund from villagers. The maximum number for this

collection is 20 yuan per villager. In addition, the central government has promised to
use financial transfer to subsidize the case-by-case system. After a villagers' general
assembly or a villager representatives' assembly has approved a plan for public projects,
the plan will be sent to a township and county-level government. Then the township and
county-level government will review the plan and use the funding transferred from the
central government to subsidize the plan.
Before the tax-for-fee reform, villagers' committees could collect wutong and
santi and retain some funding to support the construction of public goods.49 After the
abolishment of the agricultural tax, a villagers' committee can no longer extract fund
from villagers to support such plans. The collection of funding for public projects in
villages must be approved by the villagers' general assembly and the villager
representatives' assembly. Otherwise, there is no money to support the construction of
public goods. Therefore, the tax-for-fee reform has actually reinforced the important role
of the villagers' general assembly and the villager representatives' assembly.
However, in practice, the distribution of powers is quite different in Chinese
villages. In the current structure of self-governance in rural areas, the leading role of the
Communist Party branch was clearly and legally affirmed by the Organic Law:
"The rural primary organizations of the CCP work according to the Constitution
of the CCP, play a leading and core role, support and guarantee self-governance activities
conducted by villagers according to the Constitution of the People's Republic of China
and other state laws and directly exercise democratic rights."50
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Therefore, the highest decision-making power seldom rests in a villager
representatives' assembly and a villagers' general assembly. In some villages, villagers'
committees are the highest decision-making organs. In those villages where the Party
branches are active and supported by township and county-level governments, village
Communist Party branches are the highest decision-making organs. And in some
villages, the highest power rests in the hands of both VCs and the Party branches.
Such institutional arrangement makes the relationship among self-governance
institutions very complex. According to the Organic Law, a villager representatives'
assembly and a villagers' general assembly are organs of the highest authority of a
village, but, in many cases they are not effective at all since they are elected under the
influence of Party branches and VCs. In some villages, village Party branches or a joint
conference of village Party branches and VCs are actually the decision makers for village
affairs. The village Party branch is elected under the leadership of township Party
committees, or in many cases, its election is directly organized by the Party committees at
the higher level.51 Since the Party branch has played such an important role in the selfgovernance structure, there was a strong demand for the democratic election of the Party
branch.
Overall, many scholars suggest that the current rural self-governing system has to
a certain extent liberalized political life in rural China through such measures as "semidemocratic" elections and the creation of the villager representatives' assembly and the
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villagers' general assembly.

But scholars also maintain that this grass-root political

system can only be characterized as semi-democratic at best. This is because elections of
leaders in the VCs and the Party branches are semi-democratic and the elections are still
affected by the township and county-level governments.53

MEASURING GOVERNANCE PERFORMANCE
Based on their empirical study of regional governments in Italy, Putnam and his
associates suggest that the performance of a representative government can be measured
along two key dimensions: "its responsiveness to its constituent" and "its effectiveness in
conducting the public's business."54 As I have discussed before, the Chinese government
has also set up similar criteria for the grassroots self-governing system in rural areas. The
central government has called on the representative governing institutions (the VCs) at
the grass-root level to be effective in conducting village affairs and responsive to the
demands of peasants within village. Therefore, in this study I will adopt the two
dimensions designed by Putnam to measure the performance of local self-governing
institutions in rural China. Specifically, these two dimensions include the VCs'
responsiveness to their constituents and their effectiveness in managing village affairs.
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As the institutional core of the rural self-governing system, the VCs are supposed
to be formed based on popular consent among villagers and should be representatives of
them. According to the Organic Law, a VC "shall be the primary mass organization of
self-government, in which the villagers manage their own affairs, educate themselves,
and serve their own needs."55 Therefore, I will use peasants' subjective evaluations of
the VCs as the indicator for the responsiveness of the village governance.
To measure the effectiveness of the village governance, I will adopt the method
applied by Stephen Knack in his study of state governments in the United States.
Stephen Knack focuses on the impacts of social capital upon the quality of state
governments in the United States and he designs an objective scale to evaluate the overall
performance of state governments based on five specific dimensions: financial
management, capital management, human resources, managing for results, and
information technology. Stephen Knack bases his assessments "on detailed information
provided by 49 state governments (all but California) in response to a survey
questionnaire, and on almost 1,000 in-person interviews of budget officers, public
managers, auditors, academics, and legislative aides in every states."56
In this study I will use three major indicators to assess the effectiveness of the
VCs. These indicators include management of land distribution, taxation, and
expenditure of social welfare and the construction of public goods such as schools and
roads. To assess the performance of the VCs on these indicators, I will mainly rely on
peasants' response to the survey questionnaire and in-person interviews of the village
leaders in each surveyed village.
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In addition, in order to capture an overall picture of peasants' evaluation of VCs'
performance in each surveyed village, I computed an average score of each questionnaire
item (reported below) for each village.

Responsiveness of the Villagers' Committee
In order to evaluate the responsiveness of the VCs to their constituents, I ask
peasants in each surveyed village to evaluate the performance of their VCs in terms of its
responsiveness. I used the following question in the survey:
"In general, our VC represents the interests of the villagers within our
neighborhood, and manages village affairs based on our interests."
The respondents were asked to rate this statement according to a 5-point scale,
with 1 standing for strong disagreement and 5 referring to strong agreement with it. The
average scores for the responsiveness of VCs range from a low of 2.3 to a high of 4.9
(Table 20). The mean of the average scores for the responsiveness of VCs in each
surveyed village was 3.8, which is above the mid-point of the 5-point scale. The value of
this item will be used as the variable RESPONSIVE to measure the responsiveness of the
village governance in the following analysis.

Table 20. Average Scores for the Responsiveness of the VCs
Item

In general, our VC represents the
interests of the villagers within our
neighborhood, and manages village
affairs based on our interests.

Minimum

Maximum

Mean of Average
Community
Scores

The Management of Land Distribution
The land distribution is the central issue in Chinese rural governance.57 During
the time period of the Imperial China and the Republic of China, land was private
property. The land distribution was extremely uneven, because the wealthy could easily
buy land from the poor and accumulated a large stock of land. As I have mentioned in
Chapter 3, the landlord and rich peasants constituted less than 10 per cent of the rural
population, but they owned more than 70 per cent of the arable land.
After the establishment of the People's Republic of China, Mao Zedong used
collectivization to eliminate the private ownership of land. By the time when the system
of people's communes was founded, all land had been collectively owned by the
communes. Deng Xiaoping's reform ended the commune system and established a new
household responsibility system. This new household responsibility system distributed
all land to the village households based on the size of each household, and signed
contracts with the village households, in which the land was leased to individual
households for a certain number of years, currently, 50 years. The ownership of land still
goes to the state, but the right to use and to obtain income is exclusively assigned to the
village households.
All three village governance powers - the villager representatives' assembly and
the villagers' general assembly, the VC, and the Party branch - may be involved in the
process of land distribution. However, in practice, it is the VC that takes lead in
distributing land to the village households. Therefore, the way how VCs conduct land
distribution among villagers becomes an important indicator for the evaluation of

57

Loren Brandt, Jikun Huang, Guo Li, and Scott Rozelle, "Land Rights in Rural China: Facts, Fictions and
Issues," China Journal 47 (2002): 67-97.

effectiveness of VCs in managing village affairs. In the survey, there are a couple of
items which measures the management of land distribution in the surveyed villages.
"Which year the village land was distributed to individual households?"
"How many times the village land was re-distributed to individual households
since the first distribution?"
"Overall, are you satisfied with the situation of land distribution in your
village?"58
Based on the analysis of peasants' responses to the survey questions, I have the
following findings:
First, the majority of the surveyed villages (about 90 per cent) distributed their
land to individual households during the time period from 1979 to 1984.
Second, almost half of the surveyed villages (about 48 per cent) did not organize
the land re-distribution after the first land distribution. Only about 52 per cent of the
surveyed villages have organize land re-distribution after the first land distribution, in
addition, about 18 per cent of the surveyed villages have organized the land redistribution for at least two times. There are two main reasons for the land redistribution. First, the first land distribution (1979-1984) might not be fair; therefore, the
land re-distribution could help readjust the fairness. Second, after 1978, peasants are no
longer tied to their villages. Peasants have more freedom to move from one village to
another, from rural areas to urban areas, and from regions to regions. The increasing
peasants' mobility necessitates the land re-distribution.

The respondents were asked to answer on a 3-point scale, with 1 indicating "dissatisfaction," 2 indicating
"so-so," 3 indicating "satisfaction."

Third, about 42 per cent of the surveyed villages have more than a half of their
villagers being satisfied with the situation of land distribution in their villages. On the
other hand, about 38 per cent of the surveyed villages have more than a half of villagers
who are not satisfied with the situation of land distribution in their villages.
Overall, the values of these three items are re-scaled to form an additive index LAND - to measure the effectiveness of local governance in terms of land distribution in
each surveyed village.

The Taxation Issue
As I have discussed in Chapter 2, the central government decided to promote a
nationwide tax-for-fee reform in 2003. Under this new system, local governments can no
longer extract fees from peasants and have to rely on the case-by-case system to request
fund from villagers. The rationale behind this reform is to relieve peasants' burdens and
increase their household incomes. The implementation of this reform becomes another
important indicator for the effectiveness of rural governance.
In the survey, I have two items as follows to measure the implementation of this
policy:
"Has your village implemented the tax-for-fee reform?"
"Is the tax-for-fee reform helpful for the improvement of your household
economic situation?"
For the first item, the respondents were asked to answer on a dummy scale, where
" 1 " indicated "yes", and "0" referred to "no". For the second item, the respondents were

asked to answer on a 3-point scale, with " 1 ' indicating "not at all," "2" indicating
"somewhat," and " 3 " indicating "very much".
I have following findings from the result of survey questions. First, about 70 per
cent of the surveyed villages have implemented tax-for-fee reform, while the rest of the
surveyed villages (about 30 per cent) have not. Second, among those villages that have
implemented tax-for-fee reform, only about 30 per cent of them have more than a half of
villagers who agree with the statement that the tax-for-fee reform is helpful for the
improvement of their household economic situation. It is striking to see that although
most of the surveyed villages have implemented the tax-for-fee reform, there are 70 per
cent of them have less than a half of villagers considering such reform helpful enough to
improve their household incomes. The values of these two items are re-scaled to form an
additive index - TAXATION - to measure the performance of each surveyed village in
terms of the implementation of the tax-for-fee reform.

Expenditure on Social Welfare and Public Goods
The Organic Law clearly states that the VC "shall manage the public affairs and
public welfare services of the village, mediate disputes among the villagers, help
maintain public order, and convey the villagers' opinions and demands and make
suggestions to the people's government."59 Thus, as the institutional core of rural
governance, the VC has to fulfill the following tasks: managing public affairs,
constructing public goods, providing basic public welfare service, and maintaining
village orders. In this study, I will use villagers' committees' performance on providing
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basic social welfare and constructing public goods to gauge the governing effectiveness
of the VCs.
Before the launch of tax-for-fee reform, the VCs could use the retained fund from
the collection of wutong and santi to provide basic social welfare and construct public
goods. However, after the abolishment of agricultural tax, the VCs have to rely upon the
financial transfer from the central government and the case-by-case system to request
fund from villagers to provide public services. The VCs' expenditure on village social
welfare and public goods reflects their ability to negotiate with governments at higher
levels and their legitimacy among villagers. The more expenditure on social welfare and
public goods, the more effectively VCs serve their villagers.
Therefore, I use two objective indicators to measure the governing performance of
the VCs in terms of providing basic social welfare service and constructing public goods.
These objective indicators include the yearly expenditure on social welfare; and the
yearly expenditure on the construction of public goods. The detailed information of these
two indicators comes from the interviews of the village leaders in each surveyed village.

Table 21. The Yearly Expenditures on Social Welfare and Public Goods
Expenditures in
Social Welfare

Per cent
(100%)

Expenditures in the
Construction of
Public Goods

Per cent
(100%)

No Spending

71

No Spending

34

More than 1000
yuan, but less than
10,000 yuan

22

More than 1000
yuan, but less than
10,000 yuan

25

More than 10,000
yuan

7

More than 10,000
yuan

41

Based on the result from the survey, I have the following findings:
1) About 71 per cent of the surveyed villages did not spend any money on
providing basic social welfare. And only about 7 per cent of the surveyed villages used
more than 10,000 yuan yearly to provide basic social welfare for their villages.
2) About 34 per cent of the surveyed villages did not spend any money on
constructing public goods. Only about 40 per cent of the surveyed villages spent more
than 10,000 yuan on constructing public goods every year.
Then, I re-scale the values of these two indicators on expenditure to form an
additive index - EXPENDITURE - to measure the effectiveness of governance in each
surveyed village in terms of providing basic social welfare and constructing public goods.

Analysis
How are these four indicators of local governance in the surveyed villages responsiveness of the VCs, management of land distribution, taxation, and the
expenditure on social welfare and public goods - related to each other? To answer this
question, I first look at the governance performance of 8 samples of case studies chosen
from the surveyed villages. It is striking to see that among case study villages,
Xingzhuang, Fengshan, Jishui, and Dawang are consistently having higher scores for
these four indicators of governance performance. Conversely, Daxi, Wuyang, Tiexiang,
and Yanxi are consistently having lower scores for these four factors of local governance
in rural China.
Then, I am going to examine the correlation among these four indicators:
RESPONSIVE, LAND, TAXATION, and EXPENDITURE. The result showing in
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Table 22 indicates that the correlations among the four indicators of local governance in
rural China are high and statistically significant. Furthermore, I ran a factor analysis
among these four indicators. The results from the factor analysis show that a single
dominant factor emerged among these four indicators, accounting for 68 percent of the
original variance (Table 23). Based on these findings from the factor analysis as well as
the correlation analysis, I may conclude that there is a reasonable amount of coherence
among these four governance indicators. In other words, villages that do well in any of
these four governance indicators tend to have high performance scores on each of the
other three governance indicators. As Table 23 indicates, villages either perform well in
almost every governance dimension or perform poorly in most of these dimensions. Very
few villages do relatively well in some governance dimensions and relatively poorly in
other dimensions.

Table 22. Four Governance Indicators: Correlation Coefficients

RESPONSIVE
LAND
TAXATION
EXPENDITURE

Note:

RESPONSIVE

LAND

TAXATION

EXPENDITURE

LOO

0.53**

6.66**

0.75**

1.00

0.52**

0.44**

1.00

0.76**
1.00

**p<.01.

All four original indicators are re-scaled for the sake of uniform measurement.

Given such a degree of coherence among these indicators, I combine these four
separate governance indicators into a single Index of Governance Performance, which is
constructed by aggregating the values on each of four indicators. Each of these values is
standardized to have a range from 0 to 1, so that each has an equal weight in the Index.
The final score for the Index of Governance Performance is transformed to have a range
from 0 to 1. The closer is a score to 1, the better governance performance a village has.
The closer is a score to 0, the worse governance performance a village has. The average
score of the surveyed villages on this index is 0.54, and the standard deviation is 0.23.
The Index of Governance Performance is closely correlated with each of its four
constituent variables (RESPONSIVE, LAND, TAXATION, and EXPENDITURE).

Table 23. Governance Performance: Factor Analysis
Variables

Index of Governance Performance

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

___

LAND

0.78

TAXATION

0.86

EXPENDITURE

0.72

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
\ 1 component extracted.
2
. Initial Eigenvalues^.89; % of Variance=68

TESTABLE HYPOTHESES AND CASE STUDY
Based on the previous literature review, I expect that different types of social
capital have different impacts on the governance performance of the grassroots selfgoverning institutions in rural China. My hypotheses are: 1) bridging social capital has
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positive impacts on rural governance; 2) bonding social capital tends to exert negative
influences on governance performance in the rural areas (see Table 24). In the following
sections, I am going to explain different impacts of bridging social capital and bonding
social capital on governance performance and apply case study to test my hypotheses.

Table 24. The Hypothesized Relationship between Social Capital and Governance
Performance
Governance Performance
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in the inclusive networks

+

The general trust in the outside people
that you do not know

+

Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in the exclusive network
(clan organizations)

_

The parochial trust

_

Impacts of Bridging Social Capital
I expect that the two dimensions of bridging social capital - the general trust in the
outside people that you do not know and the participation in inclusive networks - have a
positive impact on the governance performance of the grassroots self-governing
institutions in rural China. There are two major reasons for this expectation. First, both
general trust and inclusive networks of bridging social capital encourage individuals

across social, economic, and ethnic divides to compromise and cooperate.

As Eric

Uslaner points out, general social trust "can lead us to civic engagement with people who
are different from ourselves."61 As a result, this kind of generalized cooperative spirit
creates a desirable environment for a representative government to function responsively
and effectively. Therefore, bridging social capital may have a direct and positive impact
on the performance of representative government. As Stephen Knack contends, bridging
social capital "can broaden governmental accountability, so government must be
responsive to citizens at large rather than to narrow interests."
Second, my field observations suggest that bridging social capital generates
positive impacts on the governance performance of the VCs in rural areas. Bridging
social capital helps the VCs tackle social changes brought about by increasing diversity
among rural population since the post-Mao rural reform. The reform ended the people's
commune system and distributed all collective land to individual households who then
have to be responsible for their own production. Meanwhile, rural households are
allowed to participate in non-farming economic activities such as opening small business
or going to factories. All in all, due to these reform policies, rural communities have
become increasingly diverse in terms of economic status. The gap between rich and poor
among individual households has become conspicuous. In addition, peasants are no
longer tied to their villages after the reform. They now have increasing freedom to
migrate from villages to villages and from rural areas to urban areas. In some villages,
the majority of adult males have migrated to urban areas and the elderly, females, and
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children were left behind. As a result, villages have become much more diverse since
1978,63 compared to those rural communities during the Mao's era. Before the rural
reforms, villagers were tied to the collective land and lived in their villages for their
whole lives due to the lack of social mobility. Therefore, in order to perform well to
satisfy such a diverse and ever changing village population, the VCs need to respond to
broad interests of their villagers. Because bridging social capital nurtures government's
responsiveness to the interests of most citizens rather than to the narrow interests of a
small group of people, a higher stock of bridging social capital in a village is likely to
facilitate governance performance of the VCs.
On the other hand, after the tax-for-fee reform, the VCs have to rely upon the
case-by-case system to request fund from villagers to support basic social welfare and
construct public goods. The generalized cooperative spirit among villagers is crucially
important for the well-functioning of the case-by-case system. Without such cooperative
spirit, the compromise and consensus would become more difficult to achieve among the
increasingly diverse rural population. Clearly, an abundance stock of bridging social
capital is conducive to the well-functioning of the case-by-case system.

Impacts of Bonding Social Capital
I expect that the two dimensions of bonding social capital - the particular trust and
the participation in exclusive networks - may have negative impacts on the governance
performance of grassroots self-governing institutions in rural China. First of all, some
early studies have cogently argued that both the particular trust and exclusive networks of
bonding social capital tend to encourage governments and their officials to take care of
63
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narrow interests of one group or another.

This tendency could jeopardize the

responsiveness of a local government to its broad constituency in a community. In
addition, such kind of social capital might not promote trust and cooperation among
groups or individuals who have various backgrounds, because both particular trust and
exclusive networks tend to emphasize the divisions and distinctions between "us" (those
whom we know and are like us) and "them" (those whom we do not know and are not
like us). Bonding social capital might generate distrust and suspicion towards people
who are excluded from a group and encourage people to free-ride on the efforts of others.
As Stephen Knack and Eric Uslaner suggest, bonding social capital, especially particular
trust, is likely to discourage individuals from engaging in collective actions on behalf of
the interests of their communities.65
Second, as I mentioned before, one of the direct outcomes of the post-Mao rural
reform is that rural communities have become increasingly diverse. Such increasing
diversity requires the VCs to represent various interests of villagers. Meanwhile, the
willingness to cooperate with other villagers has become more and more important for
effective governance of VCs in increasingly diverse rural communities.
However, bonding social capital has the tendency to "bolster our narrower selves"
rather than to encourage a broad representation of and cooperation among people who do
not know each other and who are not alike. This kind of social capital will make the
village politics more divisive and polarized. Therefore, it will be more difficult to
achieve agreement and consensus on adopting or implementing public policies.
64
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On the other hand, Lily Lee Tsai found that some exclusive networks, such as
village temples and village-wide lineages, played a positive role in encouraging rural
grassroots governments to provide public goods. According to her study, a necessary
condition for this positive relationship between particularized networks and the
effectiveness of village governance was the overlapping of "the administrative
boundaries of the local government" and "the boundaries of a solidary group."66
In this survey, only about 28 per cent of the surveyed villages have informal clan
organizations. While, there are only about 8 per cent of the surveyed villages have wellestablished clan organizations, which means those villages have clan temples. According
to Lily Lee Tsai, the precondition for bonding social capital to have positive impacts on
rural governance is that there must be an overlap between the administrative boundaries
of a VC and the boundaries of a clan group. Among the surveyed villages, there are only
about 3 per cent of them have such clan organizations whose boundaries overlap with the
administrative boundaries of the VCs. In order to test Lily Lee Tsai's argument, I create
a new variable CLANOVERLAP to mark those villages on a dummy scale, with 1
indicating that this village has such clan organization whose boundary overlap with the
administrative boundary of the VC, 0 indicating that this village has no such clan
organization. In the following multivariate regression analysis, I will include this new
variable CLANO VERLAP to test the validity of Lily Lee Tsai's theory.

Tsai, "Solidary Groups, Informal Accountability, and Local Public Goods Provision in Rural China,"
356.

Case Studies
In this section, I will start looking for causes of good governance performance by
using Stuart Mill's Methods of Agreement and Difference to examine a group of 8
villages (Xingzhuang, Fengshan, Jishui, Dawang, Daxi, Wuyang, Tiexiang, and Yanxi).
First, I divide these 8 villages into two groups. The first group includes those villages
whose values on the index of governance performance are conspicuously high (good
governance). The second group includes those villages whose values on the index of
governance performance are conspicuously low (poor governance). I will label the first
group as "positive cases" which include Xingzhuang, Fengshan, Jishui, and Dawang.
The second group consists of "negative cases" which include Daxi, Wuyang, Tiexiang,
and Yanxi.
As I have discussed in Chapter 3,1 consider three general characteristics as
crucial: regional location, distance to market town, and village size. Villages in each
subgroup - positive cases and negative cases - have different values on these three general
characteristics respectively.
Second, in terms of the requirement of the Methods of Difference, the case group
of 8 villages is divided into four subgroups: group one (Xingzhuang, Daxi), group two
(Fengshan, Wuyang), group three (Jishui, Tiexiang), and group four (Dawang, Yanxi).
These two villages in each group have the same values on three general factors but have
different values on the index of governance performance.
From the stage one of applying the Method of Agreement I have the following
findings: 1) within the group of positive cases, the two dimensions of bridging social
capital - general trust and the participation in inclusive networks - are consistently
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positively associated with good governing performance which is indicated by high values
on the index of governance performance. Such finding tends to suggest that general trust
and the participation in inclusive networks are candidate causes of good governance in
rural China. On the other hand, the three general factors, regional location, distance to
market town, and village size, cannot be considered as valid causes of good governance,
since none of them are associated with good governing performance.

Table 25. Mill's Method of Agreement Applied to Positive Cases
Participation
in Inclusive
Networks

General
Trust

Location

Distance
to Market
Town

Size of
Village

Xingzhuang

High

High

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

High

Fengshan

High

High

Northwest Extremely Small
China
Far

High

Jishui

High

High

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

High

Dawang

High

High

Middle
China

Close

High

Medium

Index of
Governance
Performance

2) Within the group of negative cases, the two dimensions of bonding social
capital - particular trust and the participation in exclusive networks are consistently
positively associated with poor governing performance (the value on the index of
governance performance is low). Based on such finding I suggest that particular trust and
the participation in exclusive networks are candidate causes for poor governance in rural
China. The three general factors, regional location, distance to market town, and village

142
size, are not valid causes for poor governance in rural China, since none of them are
associated with poor governing performance.

Table 26. Mill's Method of Agreement Applied to Negative Cases
Participation
in Exclusive
Networks

Parochial
Trust

Location

Distance
to Market
Town

Size of
Village

Index of
Governance
Performance

Daxi

High

High

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

Low

Wuyang

High

High

Northwest Extremely Small
Far
China

Low

Tiexiang

High

High

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

Low

Yanxi

High

High

Middle
China

Close

Low

Medium

I have the following findings by applying the Method of Difference to four
subgroups. First, within each subgroup (group one, group two, group three, and group
four) the values of the two dimensions of bridging social capital - the general trust and
participation in inclusive networks - are high whenever the values on the index of
governance performance are high and are low whenever the values on the index of
governance performance are low. Such findings meet Mill's requirement that X should
be present whenever Y is present and X should be absent whenever Y is absent.
Second, within each subgroup (group one, group two, group three, and group
four) the values of the two dimensions of bonding social capital - the particular trust and
participation in exclusive networks - are high whenever the poor governing performance
is present and are low whenever the poor governing performance is absent.
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Table 27. Mill's Method of Difference Applied to Four Subgroups
Location

Distance
to Market
Town

Size of
Village

Group Xingzhuang
1

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

High

Low

High

Daxi

Northeast
China

Medium

Very
Large

Low

High

Low

Northwest Extremely Small
China
Far

High

Low

High

Northwest Extremely Small
China
Far

Low

High

Low

Group Fengshan
2
Wuyang
Group Jishui
3

Bridging Bonding
Social
Social
Capital
Capital

Index of
Governance
Performance

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

High

Low

High

Tiexiang

South
China

Extremely Large
Close

Low

High

Low

Group Dawang
4

Middle
China

Close

Medium

High

Low

High

Middle
China

Close

Medium

Low

High

Low

Yanxi

Third, the above two patterns are consistently valid across all subgroups (group
one, group two, group three, and group four) which have different values on the three
general factors: regional location, distance to market town, and village size. This finding
confirms that the above two patterns have a strong reliability and have a high level of
representativeness.
Based on my case studies of applying the Mill's Methods of Agreement and
Different, I have two important findings. First, the general trust and participation in
inclusive networks are causes of good governance performance in rural China. Second,

the particular trust and participation in exclusive networks are causes of poor rural
governance. To generalize such findings to the rest of China, I will draw upon the
regression analysis based on the nation-wide survey of 410 villages.

REGRESSION
In this section, I am going to run a multiple regression model (OLS) to test the
expected impacts of the two types of social capital on the governance performance of
self-governing institutions in rural China. In order to control for the potential influences
from other variables, I include five control variables in the multiple regression: 1)
regional location; 2) distance to market town; 3) village size; 4) level of village economic
development, and 5) the membership in the formal civic organizations. In addition, I also
include the variable CLANOVERLAP in the model to test the validity of Lily Lee Tsai's
theory.
First, I am going to explain the potential impacts of economic development upon
village governance. There is a large body of literature suggesting that the level of
regional economic development may have influences on the regional governance. As
Stephen Knack points out, in wealthier communities the pressures on the local governing
bodies to operate efficiently may be significantly reduced, and hence these governing
bodies could satisfy their residents much easier than could their counterparts in poorer
communities.67 In addition, Robert Putnam and his associate contend that regional
socioeconomic modernity is "somewhat associated with high-performance of public
institutions," because developed regions "have a head start over their poorer counterparts
in material and human resources" that may facilitate the performance of local
67
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governments.

Some earlier studies of the rural grassroots self-governing system in

China tend to confirm such relationship between socioeconomic development and the
performance of public institutions. For example, Melanie Manion suggests that "village
mean per capita income as summary measure of economic environment" might affect the
attitudinal congruence between villagers and cadres.69 Such congruence is conducive to
the well-functioning of the rural grassroots institutions. Drawing on these early works, I
speculate that the level of economic development of each surveyed village might
positively influence the performance of the VCs, since good economic performance can
be translated into financial and human resources for the VCs.
Second, in regard to the potential impact of village size, some analysts of the
village self-governing system suggest that the size of a village might affect villagers'
political participation and awareness.70 Specifically, these analysts indicate that the
larger a village is, the more difficult it is to get villagers to involve in the governance of
village affairs. Then, it is more difficult to achieve consensus and shared interests among
villagers in larger villages than in smaller villages. Therefore, it is not easy for a large
village to organize collective actions among villagers. As a consequence, the size of
villages tends to negatively associated with the governance performance of the VCs.
Third, regarding to the potential impact of village distance to market town, some
scholars suggest that the distance to market town indirectly influences the governance
performance through its impact on the economic development of villages.71 Specifically,
these analysts indicate that the closer a village is to market town, the more opportunities
68
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and resources it has for development. Since economic development may positively affect
the functioning of the rural self-governing institutions, a village's distance to market
town may have an indirect impact on the governance of the VCs through its influence on
economic development.
Fourth, there is a large body of literature focusing on the potential impact of the
membership in the formal civic organizations on governance performance. Scholars
suggest that in the Western societies, a dense participation in the formal civic
organizations may facilitate the performance of local governments.72 However, as I
discussed in Chapter 2, the majority of formal civic organizations in rural China are
created to achieve state and regime objectives and are sponsored or controlled by the
Party-state. These formal organizations are neither voluntarily nor horizontally organized
and do not meet Putnam's requirements for civic associations. Therefore, I expect that
the participation in the formal civic organizations may not have positive impacts upon the
rural governance, and it may generate negative impacts instead.
Overall, the results from the multivariate regression model (OLS) support my
earlier expectations regarding the relationships between the two types of social capital
and the governance performance (Table 28).

Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy; Putnam,
Bowling Alone: Collapse and Revival of American Community.
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Table 28. Multiple Regression (OLS) of Social Capital and Governance Performance
Index of Governance Performance
B
s.e.
beta
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in Inclusive Networks
General Trust
Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in Exclusive Networks
Particular Trust
CLANOVERLAP1
Control Variables:
Village Economic Development2
Participation in Formal Civic
Organizations
Village Size
Distance to Market Town
Regional Location:
Northeast
North
Middle
South
Constant

2.97**
.59**

1.17
.16

.24
.17

•1.92**
_ yg**
1.57

.89
.29
1.07

-.16
-.14
.07

.66**
.09

.21
.07

.19
.02

.78
1.73

.56
1.28

.05
.04

1.44
1.94
2.32
.89

1.06
1.26
1.81
.65

.06
.03
.04
.01

.92 * *

.25

R2
.33
Adjusted R2
.30
370
N
Note: b refers to unstandardized coefficient, whereas beta stands for standardized
coefficient, s.e. = standardized error. * p < .05; ** p < .01.
1
l=the village has a clan organization, whose boundaries overlap with the administrative
boundaries of the VC; 0=the village has no such clan organization.
2
Village Economic Development is measured by the Index of Development Performance,
which has been explained in Chapter 3.
3
Northwest is used as the baseline comparison.

First of all, the evidence presented in Table 9 clearly indicates that both subjective
norm and objective networks of bridging social capital - the general trust and
participation in inclusive social networks - have a significant and positive impact on the
governance performance even after controlling the influences of regional location,

distance to market town, village size, level of village economic development, and the
membership in the formal civic organizations. In other words, as I expected, those
villages that are endowed with abundant bridging social capital tend to have good
governance of the VCs in terms of the four governance dimensions such as the
responsiveness of the VCs, management of land distribution, taxation, and expenditure of
social welfare and public goods.
Second, the results from the regression model show that both subjective norms
and objective networks of bonding social capital - the particular trust (the trust in
relatives and same village residents with same family name) and the participation in
exclusive networks (the clan organizations) - have a significant and negative impact on
the governance performance. These results suggest that those villages whose particular
trust and exclusive social networks go rampant tend to suffer from poor governance
performance of the VCs in terms of the four governance dimensions.
Third, the variable CLANOVERLAP have no significant impact on the
governance performance. Such result is different from Lily Lee Tsai's finding that
village clan organizations may play a positive role in encouraging the rural grassroots
governments to provide public goods as long as there is an overlapping of the
administrative boundaries of the VCs and the boundaries of clan organizations. The gap
between my findings and Lily Lee Tsai's theory can be explained by two factors. First,
the index of governance performance in this study is more comprehensive than that used
by Lily Lee Tsai. Tsai mainly used the provision of public good to evaluate the local
governance in rural China.
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governance performance in this study also includes indicators such as the responsiveness
of the VCs, management of land distribution, taxation, and expenditure of social welfare
and public goods. Second, the surveyed villages in this study are randomly selected from
24 provinces and municipalities directly under the central government. Lily Lee Tsai's
research was limited to the villages selected from 4 provinces: Shanxi, Hebei, Jiangxi,
and Fujian.74 Given the fact that China is a large country with unbalanced regional
development, Lily Lee Tsai's case study may keep her conclusions from being
generalized to the other part of rural China.
Finally, among these control variables, only the level of village economic
development has significant impacts on the governance performance. Those villages
with high levels of economic development tend to have more effective and more
responsive villagers' committees. On the other hand, as I expected, the participation in
formal civic organization does not have a significant impact upon the governance
performance, because these formal organizations are linked to a state agency and are
executor of its policies.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have discussed the general background of the rural governance in
China. In Chinese history, the village governance was controlled locally by traditional
village elites (the rich peasants and gentry) and the power of the central government had
never penetrated into the countryside. After the establishment of the people's commune
system, the Maoist regime finally penetrated into every corner of the vast rural
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communities and set up a new pattern of rural governance. As a consequence, villages
lost their independence from the state power.
Since the onset of the post-Mao rural reforms, rural governance has manifested
the retreat of state power and the return of self-governance. Overall, the current rural
self-governing system has been liberalized through such measures as democratic
elections of the VCs and the creation of the villagers' general assembly and the villager
representatives' assembly. I designed four indicators to measure the governing
performance in each surveyed village. These four indicators include the responsiveness
of the VCs, management of land distribution, taxation, and expenditure of social welfare
and public goods. The overall results from my index of governance performance indicate
that the governing performance in the surveyed villages is unbalanced: in some villages,
the villagers' committees are effective and responsive; while on the other hand, there are
some villages whose villagers' committees are not effective at all.
I hypothesize that two types of social capital variably influence the governing
performance in rural China. The bridging social capital embodied in general trust and
inclusive social networks positively affects the governing performance of the VCs.
While, the bonding social capital measured by particular trust and exclusive social
networks negatively impacts rural governance. In general, my hypotheses have been
supported by the case study of 8 villages and regression analysis based on the nationwide survey of 410 villages.
I also find that the clan organizations in villages have no significant impact on the
governing performance of the VCs, even there is an overlapping of the administrative
boundaries of the VCs and the boundaries of clan organizations. Such result is different
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from Lily Lee Tsai's findings from her empirical study in rural China. Such gap can be
explained by the variation in sample selection and governance measurement. In addition,
I find that the dense participation in formal civic organization has no significant impact
on the governing performance of the VCs.
These findings may have at least two important implications. First, the findings
from this chapter support the argument by some earlier studies that various types and
dimensions of social capital may have different, rather than only positive, impacts on the
governing performance of local governments. Second, the findings from this study
suggest that under a non-democratic political system, the performance of grassroots selfgoverning institutions such as the VCs may be significantly improved by increasing the
right kind of social capital along the two dimensions. In rural China, general trust and
inclusive networks can contribute to good governance of the grassroots self-governing
institutions.

CHAPTER V
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION IN RURAL CHINA

The empirical studies in previous chapters suggest that bridging social capital has
positive impacts on the village-level economic development and governance
performance, while bonding social capital negatively affects economic development and
governance performance in rural China. In this chapter, I explore the impacts of social
capital on villagers' participation in the democratic process of rural grassroots
governance as well as the policy making of village affairs. I anticipate that bridging
social capital and bonding social capital influence democratic participation in the same
way they affect economic development and governance performance.
Proponents of social capital maintain that in communities where the stock of
social capital is high, participation in the democratic process will be high and more
people will be involved actively in a lager range of political activities. "Citizens in civic
communities," it is claimed, "demand more effective public service, and they are
prepared to act collectively to achieve their shared goals."1 Although China's political
system is not democratic, the post-Mao institutional reforms in the rural areas have begun
the process of democratization of the grassroots self-governing institutions through such
measures as "democratic" elections of villager's committees and the establishment of the
villager representatives' assembly and the villagers' general assembly. As the
consequence of these institutional reforms, ordinary peasants have been provided with
genuine opportunities to participate in the management of village affairs and in the
decision-making process regarding important issues for the villages. Measures are
1
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developed to scale the villagers' democratic participation based upon the interviews of
peasants in each surveyed village and villagers' subjective evaluations of the
participatory orientations in the process of rural grassroots governance.
Drawing upon the multivariate regression analysis of the surveyed group of 410
villages, I find that the level of bridging social capital accounts for a substantial part of
the variance of democratic participation levels, which is important for the health of
village democracy. However, bonding social capital tends to reinforce the patron-client
links between village leaders and peasants; therefore, it only mobilizes peasants to
participate for particular interests.

PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION
The previous scholarship has achieved a consensus that in the Western democracy
social capital has a positive impact upon political participation at the individual level.
This claim was first supported by the evidence from Almond and Verba's seminal work:
The Civic Culture. The surveys conducted in five countries, including Italy, Germany,
Mexico, the United States and the United Kingdom, show that members of associations
displayed more political sophistication, social trust, political participation, and
"subjective civic competence." Then, this claim was supported by the empirical
research on citizens of Italy conducted by Putnam and his associates in their work of
Making Democracy Work. The findings from this research indicate that "internally,
associations instill in their members habits of cooperation, solidarity, and public
spiritedness," and participation in civic organizations inculcates skills of cooperation as
well as a sense of shared responsibility for collective endeavors. As a result, social
2
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capital will lead to more democratic participation. Overall, the previous literature
suggests that social capital will change the political attitudes of citizens, including
political interests, political sophistication, and democratic values and so on. By changing
these political attitudes, social capital will enhance the level of citizens' participation in
democracy, which is essential for the maintenance and functioning of a democratic
system.

Change of Political Values
Social capital scholars believe that an abundant stock of social capital may
inculcate a society with the democratic values which are necessary for effective
democratic governance.4
First, in the Western democracy, the general social trust provides the foundation
for people to trust in the democratic process. The key of the democratic process is the
concept that people must be willing to place political power in the hands of public
officials elected by citizens. Those who live in a society with high level of general trust
are more likely to accept this concept. Thus an abundant stock of general trust in a
democratic society would help ensure efficient and regular turnovers of power after
elections.5 However, when people do not trust their fellow citizens, elections and
transitions of power appear to be far more dangerous. Without general trust in the
political process, citizens may have fears that losing an election will result in losing all
3
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access to political power. It is easy to imagine that one's opponents would not cede
power after losing an election and might even resort to force to stay in power.6 As
concluded by Robert Lane, "

[T]hose who believe that others can be trusted

more likely to believe in the democratic process

are

[T]hose with a relatively greater faith

in people are psychologically prepared to accept the democratic process and to believe
that they, and others like them, may be effective in elections."7 Thus, I anticipate that
general trust has positive impact upon the belief in the democratic process, while, the
particular trust has no such impact, or even has negative impacts.
Second, in the Western democracy, the objective social networks will instill in
their members the spirit of democratic values. Participation in both formally organized
civic organizations and informal social networks is essential for generating democratic
norms among citizens.8 This is due to two main effects. The first is the internal effect.
Participation in both formally organized civic associations and informal social networks
teach people "the civic virtues of trust, moderation, compromise, reciprocity, and the
skills of democratic discussion and organization."9 These values and norms become most
stable when they emerge through intense face-to-face interaction in both formal civic
organizations and informal social networks.10 The second is the external effect.
Participation in both formal organized civic associations and informal social networks set
6
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the limit on the state power. As provided by de Tocqueville, "

[A]n association, be it

political, industrial, commercial, or even literary or scientific, is an educated and
powerful body of citizens which cannot be twisted to any man's will or quietly trodden
down, and by defending its private interests against the encroachments of power, it saves
common liberties."11 However, social capital scholars argue that exclusive social
networks and inclusive social networks may have different impacts on democratic values.
They suggest that only inclusive social networks teach people the democratic virtues of
trust, moderation, compromise, and the skills of democratic discussion and organization,
while exclusive social networks have no such impacts.12 Most of exclusive social
networks are hierarchically organized and the relations among members thus tend to be
like patron-client. As a result, exclusive social networks only create the undemocratic
spirit of obedience and hierarchy.
In addition, social capital scholars suggest that the two dimensions of bridging
social capital - the general trust and inclusive networks - teach people the value of publicspiritedness.13 In a community with an abundant stock of bridging social capital people
tend to be more interested in public affairs involving the whole community.14 On the
other hand, the two dimensions of bonding social capital - the particular trust and
exclusive networks - reinforce the narrow interest within the group. It is more difficult
for people living in a community with a high level of bonding social capital to reach any
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consensus or take any collective actions to provide public goods for the whole
community.

Enhancing Political participation
In this study, political participation is not a component of social capital. Rather, it
is one of the outcomes of social capital.15 As suggested by Pamela Paxton, "[s]ocial
capital, as originally theorized, does not include specific actions of individuals, such as
voting or volunteering - these are outcomes that we would expect to be facilitated by high
levels of social capital. Once outcomes are separated from social capital, we can test
whether declining levels of social capital have detrimental effects on other variables such
as voting."16 I anticipate that the two dimensions of bridging social capital may generate
positive impacts on individuals' participation in politics.
First, the general social trust facilitates individuals' political participation. As
argued by Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, "
cooperative, trustworthy, and helpful

the belief that people are generally

has political consequences. Belief in the

benignity of one's fellow citizen is directly related to one's propensity to join with others
in political activity."17 Their empirical findings indicate that, "in the United States and
Britain the more one has such faith in people, the more likely he is to believe that he can
work with his fellow citizen in attempting to influence the government. In the United
States among those with strong faith in people, 80 per cent report that they would attempt
to form a group to influence the local government, while this is reported by only 58 per
15
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cent of those low on faith in people. Those local competents whose faith in people is
moderate are also moderate in the frequency with which they report they would attempt
to form political groups. And in Britain the same pattern is apparent: 50 per cent of those
local competents high in faith in people would form such groups, in contrast with 33 per
cent of those low in faith in people. And the relationship persists on both higher and
lower educational levels."18 Furthermore, Donna Bahry and Brian Silver suggested that
general trust shall be positively related to those political activities which require
cooperation among citizens such as demonstrations and protests.19 However, the
particular trust tends to shrink individuals' spirit of cooperation and reciprocity, thus it
has negative impacts upon those political activities which require cooperation and
agreements. The particular trust only encourages individuals to contact with government
officials and those contacts are more likely to focus on the narrow interest or to be rentseeking.
Second, the objective social networks may stimulate political participation by
increasing the political efficacy and civic skills of their members and promoting an
appreciation of democratic citizenship.20 Active participation in social networks will help
their participants gain political efficacy and change their participants to "sophisticated
consumers" of politics by providing them opportunities to discuss political or public
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affairs and exposing them to political stimuli.21 As suggested by Sidney Verba and
Norman Nie, social organizations may "expose their members to specifically political
stimuli. The member is exposed to conversation about politics or he is exposed to the
politically relevant activities of the organization itself. These political exposures, in turn,
increase his interest in politics and lead him to greater levels of political activity outside
the organizational framework."22 In addition, social networks provide foundations for the
exchange of political information and expertise among individuals. Individuals will gain
political efficacy through the interaction within members in social networks. Ronald La
Due Lake and Robert Huckfeldt suggest that "[i]t is possible to conceive of an individual,
located within an extensive network of social relations, who seldom communicates about
politics. In comparison to a social isolate who is similarly disengaged from political
communication, such an individual is perhaps better situated to obtain political
information and expertise through the accumulation of multiple interaction
opportunities,"23 and thus such an individual is better situated to obtain political efficacy.
With regard to civic skills, these social networks "offer many opportunities to acquire, or
improve, organizational or communications skills in the context of activities that have
nothing to do with politics."24 Thus, those who develop skills in such social networks
are more likely to become politically competent and thus are more likely to participate in
the political or public affairs.
A substantial body of empirical evidence supports that political participation
follows directly from the high level of associational activity and informal sociability in
21
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the Western societies.

For example, Lake and Huckfeldt found that"

as political

expertise within the network increases, so does individual involvement in politics.
Similarly, as the frequency of political interaction within the network increases, so does
the likelihood of participation

individuals who

appear to develop skills that make

them more likely to become politically engaged in a wider range of political activities."26
However, exclusive social networks seem to have no such positive impacts on
political participation. Because the relations among members of exclusive social
networks tend to be hierarchical, members of exclusive social networks lack for
opportunities to communicate political information equally. As a result, exclusive social
networks can not improve the political efficacy and civic skills of their members and may
reduce political participation of their members.
Based on the above discussion, I have two expectations about the impacts of
social capital on democratic participation.
1) The two dimensions of bridging social capital - the general trust and inclusive
social networks - will enhance the level of citizens' participation in the democratic
systems. On the one hand, these two dimensions will prepare citizens' political attitudes
towards participation in the democratic systems. Those political attitudes include
political cooperation, political interest, democratic values, and political efficacy and so
on. On the other hand, these two dimensions will provide citizens with resources, such
as civic skills and political information and expertise, to participate in politics.
2) The two dimensions of bonding social capital - the particular trust and
exclusive social networks - will hinder citizens' participation in the democratic systems.
25
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These two dimensions will reinforce citizens' undemocratic attitudes, such as political
indifference, pursuit of narrow interests, spirit of obedience and hierarchy and so on. In
addition, these two dimensions will encourage citizens to contact with officials who they
have connections. And most of these contacting behaviors tend to focus on personal
interests.
Do these arguments based on the experiences of Western societies still hold true
in Chinese settings? In the following sections, I attempt to address this question by
analyzing survey data collected from 410 villages in rural China. In particular, I am
going to investigate how the two types of social capital along the two dimensions
influence the outcome of democratic participation in the village self-governance.

VILLAGE ELECTION AND PARTICIPATION
In this section, I will provide a general description of the democratic participation
in the village self-governance. According to the Organic Law, the chairman and
members of a villagers' committee shall be elected directly by the villagers. The term of
office for a villagers' committee shall be three years, and the members of a villagers'
committee may continue to hold office when they are reelected. Thus, the basic
participatory mode in the rural China is the election of the members of the VCs.
The election of the members of the VCs by villagers is of vital significance for
rural democracy and represents the most substantial progress in rural democratic
governance. The development of rural democracy is roughly divided into two stages. In
the first stage of this process (1980 - 1990), the members of the VCs are indirectly
elected by an electorate consisting of representatives selected from villagers. Villagers

first elect their representatives, and then these representatives formally elect the chairmen
and members of the VCs. In this stage, the direct election by all villagers has been a rare
practice, whereas the indirect election by an electorate consisting of representatives has
been most widely practiced. It is much easier for the township Party and government
leaders to control indirect elections rather than all villagers' direct elections due to the
fact that most "representatives" who voted in indirect elections were actually chosen by
the incumbent VCs from their activists and supporters, or designated by the township
Party branch and government leaders.
The Organic Law did not stipulate clearly how the candidates for VC members
should be nominated. In practice, there are five ways of nomination for the VC
members: 1) the township government and Party leaders select the candidates; 2) the VCs
themselves select the candidates; 3) the township government and Party leaders and the
VCs jointly select the candidates; 4) the township government and Party leaders and the
VCs jointly select the candidates with consultation with villagers; 5) villagers jointly
nominate the candidates. In the first stage, the nomination of candidates for the VC
members was also closely monitored and controlled by the township government and
Party leaders, and villagers almost had no influence in the nomination process.
In the second stage of democratization process of rural self-governing system
(1990 to present), villagers directly elect the members of the VCs. Such election is
generally called "sea election (haixuan)" which first originated in Lishu County, Jilin
Province. Since 1990, the direct election of the members of the VCs has been gradually
introduced to rural areas across the country. In practice, these directly-elected VCs
shared the following major characteristics: 1) the electorate was expanded to include all
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villagers living in the villages; 2) villagers have the right to nominate candidates for the
members of the VCs; 3) multiple candidates are required for any contested position in the
VCs; and 4) for the first time, candidates have the right to run their election campaigns in
public.27
In addition, direct elections also require the change of policies and procedures of
old elections. Generally speaking, the new policies and procedures for direct elections
include three major elements.
First, the villagers' electoral committee is established before the election of the
VC. This electoral committee will be responsible for all issues arising from the process
of elections. The villager representatives' assembly usually recommends and decides
members of the electoral committee. The township Party and government leaders can not
intervene or control the selection of members of the electoral committee.
Second, all information must be transparent. The information of all candidates for
the VC shall be publicized to all villagers before the election. In addition, the name list
of eligible voters shall be made known to the public prior to the polling day. The result
of election shall also be publicized to all villagers after the election. After public notices
are posted and the locations of elections are made known to the public, written notices are
printed for all voters. Members of the electoral committees shall send these notices to
voters of all households.
Third, some clear requirements and prohibitions are made to guide the process of
elections. Candidates for members of the VC must be directly recommended by
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villagers, and any changes in legal procedures for recommendation of candidates and
arbitrary dismissal of candidates are prohibited. The electoral conferences attended by all
voters must be held, and the election shall adopt the method of "secret ballot boxes". The
names of candidates must be called out in public in the electoral conference, ballots must
be counted openly, and the results of elections must be made known to the public, and
failure to announce the results of elections is prohibited.
However, in many areas the VCs are still following the old procedures of indirect
election. Thus, these two electoral methods, direct election and indirect election, are
currently coexisting in China's rural areas.

For example, during my field trip in Gansu

Province, I found out that in some villages members of the VCs for the latest term were
indirectly elected by villagers. Villagers elected their representatives, and these
representatives elected the chairman and members of the VCs.
In the survey, there is one question to indicate whether the village has held the
election of the VC:
"Has your village held the election of the members of the villagers' committee?"
Based on the statistical analysis of the survey of 410 villages, I notice that more than 85
per cent of the surveyed villages have held the election of the members of the VC. In
other words, there are still 15 per cent of the surveyed villages that have not held such
elections.
In addition to the election of the VC, ordinary villagers can also influence their
local governance through the villagers' general assembly and the villager representatives'
assembly. According to the Organic Law, the villagers' general assembly and the
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villager representatives' assembly are the decision-making organs for village affairs.
However, in many cases, the villagers' general assembly and the villager representatives'
assembly do not function as they are designed to. And the highest decision-making
power is seldom rested in the villager representatives' assembly and the villagers' general
assembly. For example, Jean Oi and Scott Rozelle have pointed out that "both the
villagers' assemblies and the representative assemblies meet infrequently. The
villagers' assembly may meet only once or twice a year. The representative assembly
supposedly meets more often, but this is usually only three or four times a year."30
The villager representatives' assembly should include six kinds of individuals:
villagers' representatives, members of the VC, chiefs of village small groups, deputies to
the People's Congresses at various levels, members of the Chinese People's Political
Consultative Conference at various levels, and members of the village Party branch. The
villagers' representatives are elected and they constitute the largest part of the villagers'
representative assembly. Every ten to fifteen households elect one representative for a
three-year term.31 However, in some cases, the villagers' representatives are designated
by the VC or the village Party branch.
Therefore, the way how the representatives' assembly is formed becomes an
important indicator to evaluate the democratic participation of villagers.
In the survey, peasants in surveyed villages are asked to answer the following
question: "In your village, how are the villagers' representatives formed?"
In more than 60 per cent of the surveyed villages, the villagers' representatives
are nominated and elected by the villagers. In about 40 per cent of the surveyed villages,
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the villagers' representatives are nominated and elected by the township cadres or the
chairman of the VC or the secretary of the village Party branch. Such findings confirm
the fact that the election of the villagers' representatives does provide democratic
opportunities for ordinary villagers to participate in governance of village affairs, but this
process is still controlled by the township cadres in many areas.
In a word, the overall institutional structure of the village governance has become
democratic since the 1990s. China's rural self-governing system has provided ordinary
villagers genuine opportunities to participate in the democratic process of village politics.
Villagers can use their votes to select the members of the VC who can satisfy their
demands. In addition, villagers can participate in the villagers' general assembly to
influence the policy-making process. And they can also make impacts on the villagers'
representative assembly either by electing the villagers' representatives or being elected
as the villagers' representatives. Nevertheless, the democratic governance in rural China
is still controlled or influenced by the township cadres or the village Party branch. Thus,
this kind of village self-governance has "semi-democratic" characters.

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND VILLAGERS' CONVENTIONAL PARTICIPATION
In this section, I attempt to explore how different types and dimensions of social
capital influence villagers' conventional participatory behavior. According to Sidney
Verba and his associates, conventional political activities are "legal acts by private
citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of governmental
personnel and the actions that they take."32 Many democracy scholars have argued that
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the regular participation by private citizens is necessary for the maintenance and wellfunctioning of a democratic system.

Similarly, m Chinese setting, ordinary villagers'

conventional participation in the village governance is also essential for the maintenance
and well-functioning of China's rural self-governing system.

The Measurement for Conventional Participatory Behavior
In the survey, two questions are designed to measure villagers' conventional
participatory behavior. The first question is: "Have you participated in the last election
of the members of villagers' committee?" And the second question is: "Please tell me,
how much attention have you paid to the routine work and decision-making of the
villagers' committee?"

Table 29. Participation in the Election of the VCs
Frequency
Non-participation
Yes, but was mobilized by
the township cadres or the
village leaders to participate

1381

Percent
32.3

1679

39.3

Yes, voluntary participation

1214

28.4

Total

4274

100.0
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In regard to the first question, the respondents were asked to answer on a 3-point
scale, with 1 indicating "non-participation", 2 indicating "yes, but was mobilized by the
township cadres or the village leaders to participate", 3 indicating "yes, voluntary
participation". Table 29 shows the participatory pattern of villagers in the election of the
members of the VC.
Drawing upon the analysis of data, I have the following findings. 1) The nonparticipation rate is pretty high. About 32 per cent of the surveyed villagers registered
non-participation in the last election of the VC. However, this non-participation rate is
much lower than the official statistics - about 90 per cent, provided by the Ministry of the
Civil Affairs.
2) Even the participation rate is about 68 per cent, more than a half of such
participation was mobilized by the township cadres or the village leaders. As Table 29
indicates, about 39 per cent of the surveyed villagers were mobilized by the township
cadres or the village leaders to participate in the election of the VC. Only about 29 per
cent of the surveyed villagers voluntarily participated in the election of the VC.
3) Since voluntary participation is more democratic than mobilized participation,
in my study voluntary participation is treated as democratic participation, while,
mobilized participation is considered as semi-democratic participation.
As for the second question, the respondents were asked to answer on a 5-point
scale, with 1 indicating "no attention at all", 2 indicating "little attention", 3 indicating
"so-so", 4 indicating "some attention", and 5 indicating "much attention". Table 30
shows the pattern of villagers' attention paid to the routine work and decision-making of
the VC.
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Only about 38 per cent of the surveyed villagers have paid at least some attention
to the routine work and decision-making of the VC. Among them, about 8 per cent the
surveyed villagers have paid much attention, and about 30 per cent the surveyed villagers
have paid some attention. On the other hand, about 30 per cent of the surveyed villagers
have paid no attention or little attention to the routine work and decision-making of the
VC. About 8 per cent of them have paid no attention at all, and about 22 per cent of the
surveyed villagers have paid little attention.

Table 30. Attention Paid to the Routine Work and Decision-Making of the VCs
Frequency

Percent

No attention at all

352

8.2

Little attention

920

21.5

So-so

1370

32.1

Some attention

1283

30.0

Much attention

349

8.2

Total

4274

100.0

In this study, I will treat "no attention" and "little attention" to the routine work
and decision-making of the VC as the undemocratic behavior and I will treat "some
attention" and "much attention" to the routine work and decision-making of the VC as the
democratic behavior. Then, I will combine these two indicators to create one single
index of CONPART to measure the conventional participatory orientations of the
surveyed villagers. The bi-variable correlation between these indicators is high and
statistically significant (Pearson r = 0.56). The final score for the index of CONPART is

transformed to have a range from 2 to 6. The closer is the score to 6, the more
democratic participation a villager has involved in.

Hypothesized Relationship between Social Capital and Conventional Participation
Based on the previous discussion, I anticipate that different types and
dimensions of social capital have different impacts on villagers' conventional
participatory orientations.
First, the two dimensions of bridging social capital - the general trust in the
outside people that you do not know and participation in the inclusive networks - have a
positive impact on the villagers' conventional participation in the village governance.
Both general trust and inclusive networks of bridging social capital encourage villagers to
have democratic values, such as support for competitive election, support for equal
protection and right for all people, and support for sovereignty of the people's will.
For example, in the field trip to 8 case villages, I used the following 4 questions to
measure villagers' democratic values.34
1) Direct election is a better way to choose members of the VC than appointment
by the township cadres.
2) Grassroots village governance should represent the will of all villagers.
These questions are designed upon the basis of the previous Chinese studies. For example, Jie Chen and
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3) The decision making process of village governance should be transparent.
4) What politics really means is that all people shall have same, equal rights to
debate on public affairs.
The respondents were asked to answer each of four questions on a 5-point scale,
with " 1 " indicating "strongly agree", "2" indicating "agree", "3" indicating "not sure",
"4" indicating "disagree", and "5" indicating "strongly disagree". The values of these
four items were added to form an additive index to measure villagers' democratic
orientations. The bi-variable correlation between the two dimensions of bridging social
capital and the index of democratic values is positive and significant (Pearson r = 0.34,
and 0.46). Such result indicates that those who trust their fellow citizens and participate
in the inclusive networks tend to have a strong belief in democratic norms.
On the other hand, the two dimensions of bridging social capital will provide
ordinary villagers with resources such as civic skills and political expertise. Especially,
involvement in inclusive social networks will provide villagers with enough opportunities
to learn civic skills, and help them acquire the sense of political efficacy. In addition,
involvement in inclusive social networks also facilitates the exchange of political
information among villagers and makes them more interested in village affairs.
Second, I expect that the two dimensions of bonding social capital - the
particular trust and participation in exclusive networks - may generate negative impacts
on villagers' conventional participation in rural governance. On the one hand, both
particular trust and exclusive social networks of bonding social capital are more likely to
teach villagers "undemocratic" values. For instance, the particular trust will hinder
villagers' faith in the democratic process of their village governance. Since they are

usually organized in a hierarchical way, exclusive social networks will teach villagers the
undemocratic spirit of obedience and hierarchy. By analyzing the data I collected from
the field trip to 8 case villages, I found out that the bi-variable correlation between the
two dimensions of bonding social capital and the index of democratic values was
negative and significant (Pearson r = -0.27, and -0.33). Such finding shows that those
who have strong particular trust in relatives and close friends tend to have less faith in
democratic values, and those who participate in exclusive networks are more likely to
have weak believes in democratic norms.
On the other hand, the two dimensions of bonding social capital cannot teach
ordinary villagers civic skills and political expertise which are important resources for
villagers to participate in the village politics. Especially, exclusive social networks tend
to be hierarchically organized, and the relationships among members are more like
patron-client. As a result, exclusive social networks tend to reinforce the patron-client
relations between the village leaders and ordinary villagers. In addition, exclusive
networks can be used by the village leaders or township cadres to mobilize villagers to
participate in the village politics for narrow interests.

Multiple Regression
To test the expected impacts of the two types of social capital on villagers'
conventional participatory orientations of the village governance, I run a multiple
regression model (OLS), controlling for the potential influences from other variables. I
include in this analysis two categories of factors as control variables. The first category
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is sociodemographic attributes of the surveyed villagers, and the second category is
sociopolitical conditions of the surveyed villages.
1) Sociodemographic attributes of the surveyed villagers. A large body of the
literature on political support suggests that some key sociodemographic attributes may
influence individuals' conventional participation in the political system.35 Similarly,
some studies on grassroots self-governing system in both urban and rural China have also
echoed this proposition.36 This is mainly due to the fact that key sociodemographic
attributes may play a significant role in shaping the process of political socialization,
which in turn affect people's conventional participation in the political system. Drawing
upon these earlier studies, therefore, I include some key sociodemographic attributes such
as sex, age, education, the Communist Party membership, and income as control
variables. I suspect that in addition to the two types of social capital, these
sociodemographic attributes may also impact villagers' conventional participation in the
village democratic process.
2) Sociopolitical conditions of the sampled villages. Drawing upon recent studies
of rural grassroots self-government, I anticipate that some critical sociopolitical
contextual factors, such as village size and the level of village economic development,
may influence villagers' conventional participation in the village democratic process.
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There is a large body of literature suggesting that the level of economic
development in a society has positive impacts upon ordinary citizens' participation in
their political system. With the level of economic development increasing, the
interaction between individuals and the state power will also increase. And such
interaction will stimulate individuals to participate in the politics. In addition, economic
development will change the structure of a society from the pyramid-shaped to the
diamond-shaped, in which the middle class will constitute the majority. And the middle
class has been considered as the most active participants in politics. Other than that,
economic development will change individuals' political attitudes, which will help
individuals participate m politics.
However, some earlier studies of the rural grassroots self-government system in
China have revealed a complex relationship between the level of economic development
and villagers' political participation. For example, Susan Lawrence argues that, "It was
precisely because the village is so unmanageable, and performing so poorly
economically, that local authorities felt the need to experiment with new forms of village
governance."38 Thus, according to Lawrence, participate opportunities were given by the
local authorities to ordinary villagers when the village performed poorly economically.
Jean Oi has found that some of the most economically advanced areas lagged behind in
carrying out democratic reform.39 High levels of economic development, she believes,
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do not necessarily arouse enthusiasm for democratic reform among local officials. Thus,
Oi believes that "in industrialized villages, the leader should be expected to take action
to dampen the political participation of villagers."40 Tianjian Shi points out that the
relationship between electoral reform and economic development appears to be
curvilinear.41 On the one hand, economic development does give peasants resources and
skills to participate in the democratic process of village governance. On the other hand,
economic development in some villages may help to consolidate the power of incumbent
leaders. Although scholars have not reached a consensus about what kind of impact
economic development has on political participation in rural China, they all agree that the
level of economic development does influence villagers' participation in the village
democratic process. Therefore, I include the level of economic development in my
regression model as control variable to test its real effects on the democratic process of
China's rural grassroots governing system.
Some analysts of the village self-government system also suggest that the size of
a village might affect villagers' political participation.42 Specifically, these analysts
indicate that the larger a village is, the more difficult it is to get villagers to participate in
electoral activities and decision-making processes. Thus, I speculate that village size
may have a negative impact upon villagers' conventional participation in the democratic
process of village governance.
The results of my multiple regression (OLS) model are presented in Table 31.
Overall, the results from the regression model are consistent with my expectations: the
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two types of social capital significantly affect villagers' conventional political
participation in the democratic process of villages, independently of some key
sociodemographic attributes and sociopolitical contextual factors (as control variables).

Table 31. Multiple Regression (OLS) of Social Capital and Conventional Participation
Conventional Political Participation
B
s.e.
Beta
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in Inclusive Networks
General Trust
Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in Exclusive Networks
Parochial Trust
Control Variables:
Village Economic Development1
Participation in Formal Civic
Organizations
Village Size
Sex
Age
Education
Party membership
Income
Constant

.76**
.63**

.31
.26

.18
.14

-.82**
-.43**

.35
.12

-.13
-.11

.43**
.14

.17
.17

.12
.03

.55
-.34
.12
.24
.47
.00

.72
.40
.21
.70
1.12
.06

.07
-.08
.09
.05
.04
.00

1.04**

.32

R2
.18
Adjusted R2
.16
N
4127
Note: b refers to unstandardized coefficient, whereas beta stands for standardized
coefficient, s.e. = standardized error. * p < .05; ** p < .01.
1
Village Economic Development is measured by the Index of Development Performance,
which has been explained in Chapter 3.

1) As I anticipated, both subjective norm and objective networks of the bridging
social capital - the general trust and participation in inclusive social networks - have a
significant and positive impact on villagers' conventional political participation. Those
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villagers who score higher on general trust and participation in inclusive social networks
are more likely to participate in the election of the members of the VC, and more likely to
pay attention to the routine work and decision-making of the VC.
2) The results from the regression model show that both the subjective norm and
objective networks of the bonding social capital - the particular trust (the trust in relatives
and same village residents with same family name) and participation in exclusive
networks (the clan organizations, in this study) - have a significant and negative impact
on villagers' conventional political participation. Those villagers scoring higher on the
particular trust and participation in exclusive networks are less likely to participate in the
election of the members of the VC, and less likely to pay attention to the routine work
and decision-making of the VC.
3) The dense participation in formal civic organization does not have a significant
impact upon villagers' conventional political participation. This result is different from
those findings based on Western democracies. As Sidney Verba observed in his several
books, participation in formal civic organizations is closely related with ordinary citizens'
conventional political participation.43 However, formal civic organizations in rural China
are usually linked to state agencies and are executors of their policies, thus, these
organizations can not play the same role as their Western counterparts did.
4) Among all control variables (i.e., sociodemographic attributes and
sociopolitical contextual factors), the level of village economic development has a
significant effect on villagers' conventional political participation. Specifically, the
results of the regression model indicate that villagers in those economically developed
villages are more likely to participate in the election of the members of the VC, and more
43
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likely to pay attention to the routine work and decision-making of the VC. However, as
indicated by Table 31, all other control variables, such as sociodemographic attributes,
did not exert any significant impact on villagers' conventional participation in the
democratic process of village governance. One of the reasons for such result is that the
influences of these sociodemographic variables on villagers' conventional political
participation were severely muted by the very strong impacts of social capital and village
economic development on conventional participation.

UNCONVENTIONAL PARTICIPATION AND SOCIAL CAPITAL
In addition to villagers' conventional participation in the democratic process of
village governance, this study is also pay attention to villagers' unconventional
participatory orientations. In this section, I attempt to explore how different types and
dimensions of social capital influence villagers' unconventional participatory behavior.
In the Western democracy, unconventional political participation is defined as relatively
uncommon political behavior that challenges or defies established institutions and
dominant norms. Unconventional participation may be legitimate, such as signing a
petition and attending a peaceful demonstration, or illegal such as violent protest. Like
conventional forms of participation, unconventional participation is an essential part of
the democratic process.44 Therefore, ordinary villagers' unconventional participation is
also crucial for the maintenance and well-functioning of the democratic political system
in rural China.

Russell J. Dalton, Citizen Politics: Public Opinion and Political Parties in Advanced Industrial
Democracies (Chatham, N.J.: Chatham House Publishers, Inc., 1988), 67.

Unconventional Participatory Behavior
Kevin O'Brien and Lianjiang Li have documented many forms of villagers'
unconventional political behavior in rural China. This study adopts their definition of
"rightful resistance" to evaluate the unconventional political participation of surveyed
villagers. Rightful resistance is "a form of popular contention that operates near the
boundary of authorized channels, employs the rhetoric and commitments of the powerful
to curb the exercise of power, hinges on locating and exploiting divisions within the state,
and relies on mobilizing support from the wider public."45 According to O'Brien and Li,
peasants often place conflicting demands on village and township leaders, and they will
resist and reject village and township leaders if village and township leaders become
predatory and repressive. In addition, the majority of the disputes are interpersonal
disputes between peasants on the one hand, and village and township leaders on the other
hand. Actions that peasants may take include appealing to courts, writing letters of
complaints to media, petition to upper-level cadres, organizing collective complaints, and
even illegal acts such as sit-ins and demonstrations.46
In the survey, there are several questions to measure villagers' unconventional
participatory behavior. The first question is: "Have you ever had disputes with the
villagers' committee in the last four years?" The respondents were asked to answer on a
2-point scale, with 1 indicating "no", 2 indicating "yes". Table 32 shows the distribution
of villagers' disputes with the VC in the last four years.

Kevin O'Brien and Lianjiang Li, Rightful Resistance in Rural China (New York and Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 2.
46
O'Brien and Li, Rightful Resistance in Rural China; Kevin O'Brien, "Rightful Resistance," World
Politics 49, no. 1 (1996), 31-55.
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Table 32. Disputes with the Villagers' Committee
Frequency

Percent

121

2.8

4153

97.2

4274

100.0

Yes
No
Total

About 97.2 per cent of the surveyed villagers said that they had no disputes with
the VC. There are only about 2.8 per cent of the surveyed villagers agreed that they had
disputes with the VC in the last four years. The survey offered the following question to
ask those who had disputes with the VC.
"If you have had disputes with the villagers' committee, what measures have you
taken to deal with such disputes?"
The respondents were allowed to make multiple choices, if they had taken
multiple measures. Table 33 shows the distribution of the measures taken by those who
had disputes with the VC.
Among those who had disputes with the VC, about 40 per cent of them did not
take any action but tolerated the disputes. Such answer is considered as "nondemocratic". On the other hand, 21.5 per cent of those who had disputes with the VC had
appealed to court to demand the remedy of the disputes; 16.5 per cent of them had taken
petition to the leaders of the VC; 24 per cent of them had taken petition to the upper-level
cadres; about 10 per cent of them had organized collective complaints at higher levels of
governments; and finally, 3.3 per cent of them had written letters of complaints to media.

Table 33. Measures Taken by Those Who Had Disputes with the VCs
Percentage
Legal Measures (such as appealing to
court)

21.5

Petition to the leaders of the VC

16.5

Petition to the upper-level cadres

24.0

Lodging collective complaints at higher
levels of governments

9.9

Writing letters of complaints to media

3.3

No action

39.7

All these measures taken by those who had disputes with the VC are considered
"democratic". Such measures indicate that villagers with strong sense of rights
consciousness have realized the political opportunity structure brought by the
increasingly democratic process of village politics since the outset of the post-Mao rural
reform and those villagers have been willing to use such opportunity structure to protect
their rights.47
The survey also provided an " i f question for those villagers who had no disputes
with the VC: "Assuming that you have disputes with the villagers' committee, which
measure would you take first?" Table 34 shows the distribution of the first measure that
they would take, assuming that they have disputes with the VC.

O'Brien and Li, Rightful Resistance in Rural China; O'Brien, "Rightful Resistance."
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Table 34. Measure Will Be Taken
Percentage
Legal Measures (such as appealing to
court)

28.3

Petition to the leader of the VC

13.2

Petition to the upper-level cadres

35.9

Lodging collective complaints to higher
levels of government

2.7

Writing letters of complaint to media

1.8

No action

16.8

Others

1.3

About 17 per cent of the surveyed respondents said that they would take no
action, assuming that they have disputes with the VC. Such no action mentality is
considered as "non-democratic". On the other hand, 28.3 per cent of the surveyed
respondents said that they would first take such legal measures as appealing to court to
demand the remedy of the disputes; 13.2 per cent of respondents said that they would first
take petition to the leader of the VC; 35.9 per cent of respondents said that they would
first take petition to the upper-level cadres; 2.7 per cent of respondents said that they
would first organize collective complaints to higher levels of governments; 1.8 per cent
of respondents said that they would first write letters of complaints to media. As I
explained before, all these measures are considered as "democratic".
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Hypothesized Relationship between Social Capital and Unconventional Participation
In this study, I expect that different types and dimensions of social capital have
different impacts on the unconventional participatory orientations of villagers in the
village politics.
1) The two dimensions of bridging social capital - the general trust in the outside
people that you do not know and participation in the inclusive networks - may have a
positive impact on the villagers' unconventional participation. There are at least two
major reasons for this expectation. First, in general, both the general trust and inclusive
networks of bridging social capital help cultivate democratic values among villagers.
When these villagers with democratic values have disputes with the VC, they are willing
to take measures to demand their rights. Second, all of the measures of unconventional
participation (legal measures, petition to the leaders of the VC, petition to the upper-level
cadres, lodging collective complaints to higher levels of governments, and writing letters
of complaints to media) will involve political risks and will potentially cause retaliation
from the VC. Thus, those who have taken these measures certainly have expectations of
support from other villagers, especially for those who organized collective complaints to
higher levels of government.48 Obviously, both the general trust and inclusive networks
of bridging social capital might helped villagers exchange political information and build
up their confidence on the expectation of support from other villagers, which are very
important for villagers to take these measures successfully.
2) The two dimensions of bonding social capital - the particular trust and
participation in the exclusive networks - may have a negative impact on the villagers'
unconventional participation. Both the particular trust and exclusive networks of bonding
48
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social capital in general tend to teach villagers "undemocratic" values such as obedience
and hierarchy. Thus, when these villagers with 'undemocratic" values have disputes with
the VC, they tend to tolerate these disputes and take no action. In addition, those
villagers who are taking measures of unconventional participation need cooperation from
people inside or outside their villages. However, both particular trust and exclusive
networks of bonding social capital make villagers less likely to cooperate in taking these
measures.

Statistical Analysis
To test the validity of the above hypotheses, I first run a series of bi-variable
analyses between the two types of social capital on the one hand, and those have taken
measures when they had disputes with the VC on the other hand. The results from Table
35 reveal that when villagers had disputes with the VC, both the general trust and
inclusive networks of bridging social capital had encouraged them to protect their rights
by taking the measures, such as legal measures, petition to the leader of the VC, petition
to the upper-level cadres, lodging collective complaints at higher levels of government,
and writing letters of complaint to media. On the other hand, both the parochial trust and
exclusive networks of bonding social capital tended to discourage villagers from taking
any measure when they had disputes with the VC.
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Table 35. Correlation between Social Capital and Measures Have Been Taken
Measures Have Taken (At least one
measure has been taken)
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in Inclusive Networks
General Trust
Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in Exclusive Networks
Parochial Trust

0.24**
0.19**
-0.28**
-0.12 * *

Then, I run a series of bi-variable analyses between the two types of social capital
and those who would take measures if they have disputes with the VC. From Table 36,
we can see that both the general trust and inclusive networks of bridging social capital
will encourage villagers to take the measures to protect their rights if they have disputes
with the VC. On the other hand, both the parochial trust and exclusive networks of
bonding social capital are likely to discourage villagers from take any measure if they
have disputes with the VC.

Table 36. Correlation between Social Capital and Measures Will Be Taken
Measures Will Take (At least one
measure will been taken)
Bridging Social Capital:
Participation in Inclusive Networks
General Trust
Bonding Social Capital:
Participation in Exclusive
Networks
Parochial Trust

0.27**
0.14**
-0.19**
-0.13**

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have examined the impact of the two types of social capital on
individuals' behavioral orientations toward the grassroots self-governing institutions in
the rural areas of China. Through my analysis of the data collected from 410 surveyed
villages, I have observed positive relationships between the two dimensions of bridging
social capital (the general trust and inclusive networks) and villagers' conventional and
unconventional political participation in the democratic process of village governance.
On the other hand, my research reveals that the two dimensions of bonding social capital
(the parochial trust and exclusive networks) generate negative impacts on villagers'
conventional and unconventional political participation in rural self-governing system.
In addition, my research has revealed that the level of village economic development has
a significant impact on villagers' conventional political participation. Villagers in those
villages with high level of economic development are more likely to participate in the
village governance.
I have also found that the dense participation in rural formal civic organizations
has no significant impact on villagers' conventional political participation in village
politics. Such finding is in conflict with the finding based on the experiences of Western
democracy that participation in formal civic organizations will stimulate citizens to
participate in politics. The gap between these two findings indicates that the participation
in formal civic organizations is not always a good indicator to measure the stock of social
capital as suggested by Robert Putnam. In transitional societies such as China, formal
civic organizations tend to be controlled by the Party-state and function for the policies
set by the Party-state.

The findings from this chapter support the argument by some earlier studies that
various types and dimensions of social capital may have different, rather than only
positive, impacts upon ordinary citizen's political participation. The findings also show
that the two dimensions of bridging social capital - the general trust and inclusive
networks can help ordinary villagers to participate in the democratic process of village
governance. Since villagers' conventional and unconventional political participation are
essential for the maintenance of village democratic process, the central government shall
take measures to encourage the development of independent inclusive networks and
invest in the construction of general trust in the rural areas of China, which will
significantly enhance villagers' political participatory orientations.
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CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Based on the data from the 2005 survey of a probability sample of 410 rural
villages in China, I have sought to answer five fundamental questions in this study. 1)
How can social capital be measured in Chinese setting? 2) What is the stock of social
capital in rural areas of China? 3) What are the impacts of different types of social
capital upon economic development in rural China? 4) What are the impacts of different
types of social capital upon the grassroots governance in rural China? And 5) what are
the impacts of different types of social capital upon ordinary villagers' participation in
the democratic process of village governance? Since the findings presented in this study
are based on a national sample of 410 villages in 24 provinces and municipalities directly
under the central government, I believe that these findings may be applied to the general
population in rural China. In this chapter, I will summarize empirical findings from the
previous chapters concerning these five questions and then elucidate the key political and
theoretical implications of these findings.

SUMMARY OF EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
In order to design a valid measurement of social capital in Chinese setting, I have
examined the existing measurements of social capital that are commonly used in the
Western literature. In general, the Western literature suggests that social capital can be
measured by "objective associations" and "subjective type of ties" among individuals.
The objective associations refer to both formal and informal associations which are
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formed and engaged in on a voluntary base. On the other hand, the subjective ties mainly
stand for trust and reciprocal feelings among individuals. Furthermore, scholars
distinguish two types of social capital: bonding social capital and bridging social capital.
Bridging social capital is defined as networks and ties of like persons across diverse
social groups such as loose friendships and workmates. Bonding social capital refers ties
between like people in similar situations such as immediate family, close friends, and
neighbors.
First, although the membership in formal civic organizations has been used by
many scholars as an important indicator of bridging social capital, I argue that the density
of formal civic organizations is not an appropriate measurement for the stock of social
capital in rural China. According to the World Values Survey 2001, Chinese citizen's
participation rate in formal civic organizations is extremely low. Only 7 per cent of
Chinese citizens join in labor unions, 4 per cent of Chinese citizens belong to church
organizations, and about 3 per cent of Chinese citizens participate in social welfare
service organizations, cultural activity organizations, and sports or recreation
organizations respectively. Moreover, formal civic organizations in rural China are
mostly state-controlled and created to achieve state and regime objectives. In these
formal organizations, members are obligated to obey their leaders and the predominant
subjective values are parochial and particularistic feelings among individuals who know
one another. Therefore, unlike other Western literatures, my research does not treat the
membership in formal civic organizations as a valid indicator of social capital in rural
China.
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Second, to scale the objective dimension (i.e. objective associations) of bridging
social capital in rural China, I mainly focus on the participation in the inclusive social
networks, which is measured by the relationship with other peasants as well as the cooperative activities with other peasants. In more than 50 per cent of the surveyed
villages, the average score for the relationship with other peasants is less than 2.0. In
other words, in more than half of the surveyed villages, villagers' relationship with other
peasants can be described as "unfamiliar". With regard to the co-operative activities with
other peasants, the average score for more than 60 per cent of the surveyed villages is less
than 2.0, which means the co-operative activities among peasants are scarce. To gauge
the objective dimension (i.e. objective associations) of bonding social capital in rural
China, I mainly focus on the participation in the exclusive social networks, which is
measured by the clan organizations. About 27 per cent of the surveyed villages have
some kinds of clan organizations. Moreover, about 8 per cent of the surveyed villages
have advanced clan organizations with common ancestor temples.
Third, to scale the subjective dimension (i.e., subjective values) of bridging social
capital in rural China, I mainly focus on the level of the general trust among villagers,
which is measured by the villagers' trust in the outside people who they do not know. As
this study indicates, the average villager score for more than 70 per cent of the surveyed
villages is less than 2.0, which means the general trust in the outside people who they do
not know is scarce. The subjective dimension (i.e., subjective values) of bonding social
capital consists of the parochial trust among villagers, which is measured by the villagers'
belief in the trustworthiness of relatives and residents from the same villages and with the
same family names. Chinese peasants' trust in their relatives is extremely strong. The

average score for more than 70 per cent of the surveyed villages is higher than 4.0. In
terms of the belief in the trustworthiness of the same village residents with same family
names, the average villager score for more than 70 per cent of the surveyed villages is
higher than 4.0, which means the parochial trust in the same village residents with same
family names is very strong.
Based on these findings, I draw a general conclusion about the current stock of
social capital in rural China. On the one hand, the traditional bonding social capital still
has a very solid foundation in the rural areas of China. On the other hand, the modern
bridging social capital is in formation in Chinese villages, even though the stock of
bridging social capital is very moderate.
Chapter 3 focuses on the impacts of different types of social capital upon
economic development in rural China. I examined the development performance of each
surveyed village in such four domains as industrialization, health, quality of life, and
average household income. Both the case study of 8 villages and regression analysis
from the nation-wide survey of 410 villages indicate that the bridging social capital as
manifested in the general trust and inclusive social networks positively affected the
development performance of each surveyed village. However, the bonding social capital
as manifested in the parochial trust and exclusive social networks tend to generate
negative effects on economic performance.
In Chapter 4,1 assessed the impacts of different types of social capital upon the
grassroots governance in rural China. I investigated the governance performance of each
surveyed village in the following four domains: responsiveness of the VCs, management
of land distribution, taxation, and expenditure on social welfare and public goods. My

case study and regression analysis reveal that the bridging social capital as manifested in
the general trust and inclusive social networks positively affected the governance
performance of each surveyed village. Yet, the bonding social capital as manifested in
the parochial trust and exclusive social networks tend to negatively impact the
performance of Chinese rural governance.
Chapter 5 is devoted to the exploration of impacts of different types of social
capital upon ordinary villagers' participation in the democratic process of village
governance. I distinguished two types of political participation of villagers, conventional
participation and unconventional participation, and designed survey questions to measure
these two kinds of participation respectively. Conventional participation is measured by
the participation in the election of the members of the VC and attention paid to the
routine work and decision-making of the VC. Unconventional participation is evaluated
by the measures taken by villagers when they have disputes with the VC. These
measures include legal measures, petition to the leaders of the VC, petition to the upperlevel cadres, lodging collective complaints at higher level governments, and writing
letters of complaint to media. The statistical analysis based on the nation-wide survey of
410 villages indicate that, in general, the two dimensions of bridging social capital (the
general trust and inclusive networks) positively influence villagers' conventional and
unconventional political participation in the democratic process of village governance.
However, the two dimensions of bonding social capital (the parochial trust and exclusive
networks) have negative effects on villagers' conventional and unconventional political
participation.

In sum, the findings from this study have provided us with a multifaceted picture
of social capital in rural China. What does this multifaceted picture imply for China's
rural economic development as well as political development in general? I will address
this important question in the following part of this chapter.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS
The main goal of this study is to explore the impacts of social capital upon
socioeconomic and political development in a transitional society such as China. In this
final section, I will discuss several theoretical implications of the findings from my
research.

Participation in Formal Civic Organizations is Not an Appropriate Indicator
As I discussed above, the participation in formal civic organizations is an
important indicator for social capital in the Western democracy. However, in a
transitional society such as China, the nature of formal civic organizations is different
from those in the Western democracy. There are two fundamental features of Western
formal civic organizations: the horizontal relationship among members and the voluntary
participation and membership.1 In China, formal civic organizations are mostly
controlled by the Party-state and are organized from the top down. Thus, the membership
of formal civic organizations cannot be used as an appropriate indicator for the stock of
social capital in Chinese society.
More importantly, the empirical findings indicate that the dense participation in
formal civic organizations in rural areas of China have no significant impacts upon
1
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village economic development, the grassroots democratic governance, and villagers'
participation in rural self-governing system. The impacts of Chinese formal civic
organizations are apparently different from the impacts of those organizations in the
Western societies. Such findings further confirm that the participation in the formal civic
organizations is not a good indicator for measuring social capital in Chinese society.

Social Capital is Not a Unified Entity
Drawing upon their research of regional development and governance in Italy,
Robert Putnam and his associates suggest that both bridging social capital and bonding
social capital should be considered necessary and integral parts of social capital.
Therefore, maintaining a proper balance between both of them will produce positive
consequences for regional development and governance.2 This argument implies that we
can treat social capital as a unified entity, which will have identical consequences for
economic development and good governance in a society or community.
However, Francis Fukuyama has reminded us to be cautious when we study the
role of social capital in a transitional society. In transitional societies, different types of
social capital tend to have different consequences for economic development and
government performance. Thus, we shall treat different types of social capital in
different ways. In particular, Fukuyama has suggested that "[it] is not sufficient to go
into a village, note the existence of networks, label it social capital, and pronounce it a
good thing. Most developing countries actually have an abundance of social capital in
the form of kinship groups or traditional social groups like lineages, tribes, or village
2
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associations

Seen from this perspective, many traditional groups embodying one form

of social capital can actually be obstacles to development, because they are too insular or
resistant to change. What is often needed, therefore, is some creative destruction of
social capital, and the gradual broadening of the radius of trust on the part of the more
modern organizations."3
The empirical evidence presented in this study has echoed Fukuyama's argument.
I have found that, in the Chinese villages, the parochial trust in relatives is still strong and
the clan organizations are still influential in village affairs. Such finding shows that there
is an abundance of bonding social capital in rural areas of China. In addition, the case
study and the regression models indicate that traditional and bonding social capital has a
significant and negative impact upon three dependent variables of this study, including
village economic development, the grassroots democratic governance, and the ordinary
villagers' participation in the democratic process of village politics. These findings
confirm Fukuyama's suggestion that traditional social capital can actually be obstacles to
socioeconomic development.
On the other hand, the modern, bridging social capital is in formation in rural
China. Moreover, my empirical studies indicate that, this modern, bridging social capital
has a significant and positive impact upon three dependent variables such as village
economic development, the grassroots democratic governance, and the ordinary villagers'
participation in the democratic process of village politics. Such findings suggest that the
modern, bridging social capital can bring positive consequences for socioeconomic
development in a transitional society.
3
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In sum, this study implies that social capital is a multifaceted concept. Various
types of social capital (bridging social capital and bonding social capital) may have
different, rather than unified, impacts on socioeconomic development and government
performance in transitional societies such as China.

Explaining and Predicting the Role of Social Capital in the Transitional Societies
Do my theoretical findings have implications for other non-democratic,
transitional societies? This question will be addressed in the following tentative
discussions on two salient issues.
The first issue is the role of the state in the formation and development of the
formal civic organizations in the non-democratic, transitional societies. For example,
quite a few empirical observations of Pacific Asian societies suggest that the rise of the
formal civic organizations is a direct consequence of state sponsorship and creation.4 A
large sector of the formal civic organizations in Pacific Asian societies is thus dependent
upon the state power. As Russell Dalton suggests, "[s]ocial groups in several East Asian
nations are not independent of the state and do not exist in an autonomous civic space;
rather, they function primarily as corporatist agents linked to government agencies."5
This unique relationship between the state and the formal civic organizations in Pacific
Asian societies makes these formal civic organizations quite different from their
counterparts in the Western democratic societies. Russell Dalton suggests that, "[i]n the
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Shin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 115.

nondemocratic nations of Asia, the context and content of group membership is
fundamentally different. Participation in social groups may not generate the type of
participatory experiences that might occur in democratic nations."6 Therefore, when
analyzing the sociopolitical consequences of the formal civic organizations in the
developing world, researchers have to bear that fact in mind.
The second issue concerns the different types of social capital and their different
impacts upon socioeconomic development. My empirical studies indicate that social
capital is a multifaceted concept, and various types of social capital may have different
impacts upon socioeconomic development and government performance. This claim is
also valid for other transitional societies of Asia. For example, Francis Fukuyama has
found that social networks based on family or local community in many Asian countries
inhibit the type of broader collective networks, therefore inhibit the long-term
socioeconomic development. In addition, William Callahan has found out that in
Thailand democracy, traditional and uncivil social capital was closely linked with vote
buying, political corruption, and ethnocentrism. Callahan suggests that further
comparative studies are needed to explore the interaction between civil social capital and
uncivil social capital.8
Those empirical studies based on transitional societies seem to suggest that rather
than treating social capital as a monolithic entity, researchers have to distinguish different
types of social capital and study their various impacts on socioeconomic development.
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THE ROLE OF SOCIAL CAPITAL IN RURAL CHINA
The empirical findings detailed in this study have important implications for
China's rural economic development as well as political development. The findings from
this study provide a mixed picture about the role of social capital in promoting economic
development, good governance, and democratic participation in rural China. While
bridging social capital has a significant and positive impact on rural socioeconomic
development and political participation, the bonding social capital seems generate
negative impacts on these dependent variables.

Encouraging the Development of Independent Peasants' Organizations
The empirical findings from this study imply that in order to achieve economic
development and good governance in the rural areas of China, the current Chinese
government shall take measures to encourage the development of independent peasants'
organizations.
First, it is clear that the formal civic organizations in the rural areas of China
could not generate positive consequences for economic development and grassroots
governance, because these formal civic organizations, considered as bonding social
capital, are created or sponsored by the Party-state to achieve state objectives. Therefore,
the central government shall relax its control over these formal civic organizations, and
help these formal organizations become more independent from the state power. In
particular, the central government shall encourage these formal civic organizations to
function as the representatives of their members rather than to operate for the purpose of
regime objectives. Only if they become the representatives of peasants' interests, these
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formal civic organizations can attract more participation of peasants, and play the role of
bridging social capital as their counterparts do in Western societies.
Second, it is obvious that the participation in the inclusive social networks has
positive consequences for economic development and grassroots governance. Thus, the
central government shall reconsider the "Regulations on the Management of the
Registration of Societal Organizations." In particular, the central government shall make
the registration of social organizations much easier, and abolish institutional barriers for
the formation of spontaneous peasants' organizations. As I have discussed, because of
these institutional barriers, currently it is very difficult for villagers to set up any formal
civic organizations voluntarily in rural China.

Enhancing the General Trust among Villagers
Since the general trust, as an important part of bridging social capital, positively
influences the economic development and good governance in the rural areas of China,
the current Chinese government shall invest in the cultivation of the general social trust in
villages.
Some scholars have realized that the educational level and newspaper reading
may have positive effects on enhancing the general social trust among citizens.9 In order
to explore their relationship in the Chinese setting, in my field trip of 8 villages, I have
collected the basic sociodemographic information of these interviewers. And I used the
following question to evaluate the level of villages' general trust.
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"Generally speaking, if there are no direct economic concerns, would you please
tell me how trustworthy are the outside people that you do not know."
Then, I ran a series of bi-variable correlation between the sociodemographic
information and the general trust scores. I found out that the bi-variable correlation
between the educational level and newspaper reading on the one hand, and the general
trust on the other hand, is positive and significant (Pearson r = 0.32, and 0.36
respectively).
Such findings suggest that the Chinese government shall invest in the provision of
free education for villagers and the establishment public libraries in rural areas. With
regard to the provision of free education, the central government shall continue expend its
investment in the full-time compulsory education for elementary and middle school. In
the last few years, the Ministry of Education has successfully spread the full-time
compulsory education to every corner in the rural areas of China.10 The full-time
compulsory education aims to provide all children living in the rural areas of China at
least nine years of education at no cost. If such goal be achieved, for the next generation
of villagers, the general trust among them shall be enhanced.
In addition to the compulsory education, the General Administration of Press and
Publication of the People's Republic of China has initiated a project of "peasants'
library" (nongjia shuwu).11 In the next ten years, the central government will commit
special financial support to establish one "peasants' library" in every village in China.
The "peasants' library" will provide villagers with up-to-date newspaper and all other
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basic books that are closely related to villagers' daily life and basic skill-training. If it is
implemented in the rural areas of China, this project will greatly facilitate the cultivation
of general trust among villagers and enhance their political efficacy to participate in the
democratic process of village grassroots governance.

FINAL WORDS
The role of social capital in promoting socioeconomic development in the nondemocratic, transitional societies has always been complicated. Many scholars have
persisted in their inquiries into this issue, because it is too important to be neglected.
Understanding the role of social capital in socioeconomic development can help us
explain and predict the path of socioeconomic development in the non-democratic,
transitional societies more properly and accurately. Some scholars even claim social
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capital as a new paradigm to understand development.

This study has been devoted to

finding a better analytical approach to this issue. Although this study does not exhaust
the research on this issue, it has provided a new direction for further inquiry into the role
of social capital in socioeconomic development in the developing world.
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